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Despite being an underground hero who makes an effort 
not to be noticed, Stain gets a request from a he- 
ro-hopeful to intern under him. He accepts, curious to 
what the hero would bring but ready to end the offer at 
a moment's notice. Spinner surprises him. 


Being a hero had never necessarily been Chizome’s end goal in life.Being 
a hero had never necessarily been Chizome’s end goal in life. 

In fact, if Chizome were to make a list of his goals, he’d probably rank 
being a hero fairly low. He'd never necessarily put much interest in his own 
quirk, and he certainly didn’t approve of the way that society was 
functioning in terms of heroics. But, oh, you had to put stock in heroics 
because without being a hero, there was nothing you could do! 

If you weren't a hero, that meant you weren't using your quirk, You 
weren't saying shit about society, at least nothing that people would listen 
to. To be a hero meant that you got an audience - as stupid as that was. 
Heroes shouldn't exist for an audience. They should get their simple jobs 
done, and they should leave. They were too focused on reputations, on 
building up grand stories of rescues and dangerous situations that no one 
else could survive. 

Daring rescues that could only be explained on mainstream talk shows 
for a price. 

God, heroes were stupid. 

And yet here Chizome was! 

It was different, what he was doing. The Hero Commission wasn't his 
biggest fan, despite allowing the renewal of his license each time the day 
rolled around of its expiration. He followed their rules, and they let him do 
as he pleased. 

Though, he supposed, if they didn’t like what he was doing, that wouldn't 
exactly stop him either. There was a fine line between a licensed hero and a 
villain, and that line was a piece of paper that said you would follow the 
rules. 

At least there were ways to stay out of the spotlight. Most people didn’t 
even know that the hero Stain existed. He'd been scolded for his hero name 
in school, but never bothered to change it. He wasn't looking for a name 
that fans would chant and cheer, something that would look nice on merch. 
That was... so far from his goal it was laughable. He had refused to budge, 
refuse to change his name. He was contributing to the Stain of hero society 
and staining the pavement with the blood of villains... 

Stain was right. 

No one needed to know his name. At the end of school, he'd spoken to 
one of the heroes he'd been forced to intern with, and had refused their 
offer of their agency. They'd laughed in his face, telling him he’d make it 
nowhere in the spotlight without an agency - which meant there was 
another path. 


He was an underground hero, and, frankly, that was more than enough. 
He had his agency, his license. He could work alone, and he could continue 
to tear apart the hero commission when he had the chance. People knew 
more about him than most underground heroes, but it was probably 
because he refused to let the hero commission continue to breed the 
nonsense that they had been carrying out with their ridiculous ranking 
system. The system of heroes was corrupt and broken! It was stupid, and he 
knew better than to believe that anything he would do would make him a 
hero, in their eyes. 

Even with the job title. 

Chizome breathed out as he picked up his bag, grabbing the few pieces 
of mail off of his desk. He threw the junk into the trash without so much as 
looking at them, not wanting to bother wasting his time. The final piece he 
looked at for a moment longer, turning over in his hand. 

It wasn’t addressed to Chizome Akaguro, it was addressed to... Stain. 

He squinted at the envelope. While he didn’t necessarily conceal where 
his agency was located, no one had bothered to send fan mail before. That 
was... 

He tore open the envelope, squinting at the letter within. It was from a 
hero-hopeful, from some hero school he hadn't bothered to learn the name 
of, He was... 

Well, he was praising Stain’s work. Chizome had half a mind to throw it 
in the trash - did he not understand the whole point? The whole point was 
the fact that he didn't want that! He didn't want fans, he didn’t want praise 

But this wasn’t just fanmail. Shuichi Iguchi, the hero-hopeful... he was 
hoping for an internship, wasn't he? 

Chizome stared at the letter in his hand, the final lines listing the 
school's contact information. 

Chizome worked alone. He'd been mocked for it before, or at least 
questioned. Most heroes had teams, or at least other heroes they trusted to 
work with. When he had to, he would work with those he had gone to 
school with, but... He didn’t see the point of working with other heroes. Not 
when he could get it done alone. 

Taking on an intern... 

If they were asking him, they had to know who he was. They didn’t have 
long to plan these things, and heroes should usually reach out to them, not 
vice versa. Chizome breathed out, taking his phone out with a frown. 

He'd meet him once. If this internship was a total failure, it was a wasted 
weekend, and nothing more. 
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Iguchi arrived at Chizome's agency the day that they had discussed, 
clutching his suitcase like his life depended on it. Chizome jumped down 
from his perch, looking the hero-hopeful over. He had some sort of 
mutation quirk; it made him look reptilian. Elongated snout, green and 
scaly... 

Chizome shrugged, crossing his arms behind his back. “Iguchi, I 
presume?” 

His eyes widened, spinning to face Chizome. He held out a hand. “Yeah! 
It’s great to meet you, Stain!” 

Chizome scoffed. 

“Put your costume on. I took a patrol tonight. No use sitting around 
when I could see what you can do in action. See if you’re worth my time.” 
Too many heroes would make their interns do useless tasks. He knew from. 
experience in his own internships that heroes used their interns as 
mini-mes. Made them do interviews, photoshoots. Made them accomplish 
the senseless tasks that too many people attributed to the full career or 
heroes. 

Helping people? Using their quirks to do good? Chizome could scoff at 
the idea. Heroes weren't in this business to make a difference. If people 
weren't tripping over themselves for them, why bother being a hero? 

He turned his gaze to the hero-wannabe, crossing his arms over his 
chest with a raised eyebrow for his reaction. Instead of paling, cowering 
like Chizome assumed (hoped? He wouldn't say hoped, though it did tease 
the back of his mind, that he could end this so easily...), Iguchi nodded 
eagerly. 

“Til be right back!” he exclaimed, grabbing his case and vanishing. 
Chizome watched the sky. He didn’t have patrol. He hated scheduled 
patrols and took them as infrequently as possible, preferring to take on 
freelance cases and make his own schedule. The hero commission had 
scolded him for it before, but his idea of a patrol was hardly something 
regulated. 

It was stopping anyone who needed to be stopped. 

If that meant other heroes? 

That wouldn't stop him. 

He had gotten in trouble before for taking down other heroes during his 
patrols. They hadn't been doing their jobs. His quirk was good for getting / 
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useless people out of his way, regardless of society's view of their role. 


Iguchi came back out after a moment, and Chizome had to place his 109) 
hands onto his table to keep from physically reacting to his costume. 

Ah. That was... 

That was nearly an exact replica of his own costume. His classmates 
would probably be laughing at this, at his reaction. He’d done so much to 
keep himself out of the spotlight, and he still had a fanboy, bad enough that 
he had replicated his hero costume for his own uniform. 

At least Iguchi hadn’t seemed to notice his reaction. He breathed out 
slowly and grabbed his weapons, strapping them onto his back. 

“What's your name?” Iguchi looked confused almost immediately, and 

My Chizome rolled his eyes. “Your hero name! You won't be using your real 

tit name on the streets, not unless you want that kind of attention?” It was a 

i} test, one that Iguchi could fail so easily. The idea of catchy hero names was 
ridiculous. Stain had been one they told him not to use, but he'd filled it in 
on his paperwork anyway, ignoring the lecture from his superiors about the 
implications of his name. 

“Spinner!” Iguchi responded, grabbing a sword from his back and 
spinning it in his hands. Chizome watched the sword work carefully. It 
could use some improvements, but it wasn’t necessarily the worst he'd 
seen. Interestingly, the blades seemed to be dulled. Probably to keep from 
hurting other people on the job? 

Chizome didn’t know what his quirk was, but he supposed it didn’t 

4 require the same setup as his own did. Making people bleed was hardly 

1} something he’d gotten much praise for in school. People had questioned 

Ht how he was bothering to be a hero his whole time through — it was a 
miracle he'd gotten into a school like UA. 

He'd done it just to prove he could. 

“Then let's go, Spinner.” Chizome pushed himself off the table, pulling 
his mask over his eyes and walking from the apartment. Iguchi followed 
him quickly, pulling a similar mask over his own eyes. Chizome just... tried 
not to focus on his costume. 

Hh The streets were lit by flickering lampposts - Chizome liked to work in 
less populated districts, where he was less likely to be caught up in the fuss 
of the media just doing his job. It meant that often his patrols were slower, 
but at least he didn’t have to deal with people falling over him. When he 
worked in more populated districts, he’d disguise himself even more. He'd 
had heroes called on him before, civilians thinking he was a villain lurking i H E U N T 0 L D 


in the shadows. 0 R I G | N S 


He wasn't necessarily upset about that. OF 
STAIN 


SPINNER 


They walked quietly for a while, Chizome keeping a careful eye on his 
intern. Iguchi watched the streets, walking with a sure step, his hands 
resting against the hilt of the sword behind him. They'd have to work on 
that. He couldn't be so readily reliant on his weapon, not unless... 

“What are you planning on getting out of this internship?” Chizome 
finally broke their silence. “Why didn’t you find someone who could make a 
name for you? Don’t you want to get your face out there, so you don’t have 
to do that work once your career has actually started?” 

“I don’t know.” Iguchi shrugged. “Figured I might not be the best hero for 
the spotlight! Society doesn’t quite like... mutations, and I'm not the most 
human. Anyway, does that matter? I mean, it’d be cool to make friends and 
stuff that way, but I'm looking to do some cool work! I heard about you, 
about your quirk being... y’know, not what people really expect from 
heroes? Mine is too, so.” 

“You have a strange quirk?” Was it blood-based, like his own? Or 
something else that society would frown upon for whatever dumb reason? 

“Uh, I don’t know if it’s strange. Useless. That's what I normally get.” 
Iguchi’s seemingly ever-present smile dropped some as he shook himself 
out of it. “I can stick to walls and stuff? It’s like - a gecko. The lizard thing 
isn’t just the mutation!” 

“That's not useless.” There were plenty of scenarios where that quirk 
could be incredibly useful. 

“It's not?” Iguchi’s eyes lit up, staring at him like he'd just promised him 
the world. God, society really was full of trash when it came to heroics, 
wasn't it? “What do you think I can do?” 

If Iguchi could get some solid combat training, he could be - 

Someone was there. 

Chizome held a finger to his lips, which Iguchi thankfully knew how to 
deal with. Both slipped into the shadows, and Chizome looked to him. “You 
can stick to any surface?” 

“Most walls and stuff, yeah!” 

“Good. Climb up that wall and wait for instructions. Draw your sword, if 
you can hold on without one of your hands.” 

Iguchi looked like he wanted to argue but simply nodded, disappearing 
up the wall in wait. 

The villain stepped out of the shadows, charging Chizome without a 
thought. He drew a sword, pushing them back. The villain’s arms hardened, 
sharpened. Chizome ducked underneath a blow, swinging at him again. He 
just needed to get a solid hit in - 


The villain’s arm collided with his face, solidly smashing into his nosé 
smelled his own blood immediately and sucked in a breath to keep from 
reacting too much. Stars swam in his vision as he pushed himself back up 
and - 

Iguchi dropped from the wall above him, pushing the villain to the 
ground with his sword. The villain apparently hadn't realized that there was 
another hero there and sat frozen in shock - long enough for Chizome to 
grab his own sword and slash at their shoulder, licking the drops from the 
blade, 

The villain went limp beneath Iguchi, who stood there panting. 

Chizome brushed the blood from his nose, cussing under his breath and 
turning back to his intern. Iguchi looked shocked with himself, still holding 
his sword with both hands. The villain laid on the ground, pinned by 
Chizome’s quirk. 

“Good work.” He sat beside the villain, holding the blade against their 
neck so they didn’t bother trying to move, calling up the police to take them 
out of the way. 

“You really think so?” Iguchi’s eyes widened, finally lowering his blade. 
He stood in front of Chizome and the villain, and Chizome watched him 
curiously for a moment before realizing that he was keeping watch. His lips 
hinted at a smile; the hero-to-be’s thought had surprised him. 

Chizome relied on his quirk to make sure he could handle the next villain 
to appear; Iguchi couldn't do that. It was a smart move to keep watch, since 
he didn’t know that the villain would be unable to move for several more 
minutes due to Chizome’s quirk. 

“You'd do well with espionage work,” Chizome spoke up after a 
moment's silence, licking another drop of the villain’s blood from his blade. 
The villain gasped out in pain. He’d been trying to move his arm and must 
not have realized that Chizome could see him. 

“Me?” Iguchi turned back. 

“No, I'm giving pointers to someone we're arresting.” As agreeable as it 
seemed Iguchi would be for this internship, he was still a child. “Yes, you. 
That wasn’t such a bad maneuver. I told you to wait, but you watched the 
situation and found somewhere to butt in when you realized that you could 
help. You do well with your blade. If you were to focus on being able to 
sneak into buildings, sneak up on people, patrol from where no one could 
see you, it could be interesting. He didn't have a clue you were there, and 
we were hardly sneaky about this.” 

“Oh.” Iguchi looked thoughtful for a moment before grinning wide. “Thay 
could be really cool! Like in the games and shit, breaking into buildings, 


taking down criminals and anyone who deserves it!” He mimed punching 
someone, and Chizome breathed out with a soft groan. 

Why had he agreed to this, again? 

“While you're at it,” he said, not bothering to try to hide the withering 
tone of voice, “have you considered a costume change?” 
Iguchi looked at him like he'd lost his mind. 
No. He hadn't figured he would. 
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“Stain!” Iguchi ran into his office, dropping his weapons on the desk and 
sliding over it. Chizome ducked out of the way of his embrace, taking a step 
back when he realized that he hadn't come alone. 

“Who is this?” Chizome set his head against his desk, realizing that he 
might as well abandon the paperwork that was in front of him. It wasn’t like 
he was planning on turning these arrest papers in on time, but at least the 
Hero Commission would stop hounding him for them so aggressively if he 
managed to get some of them in on time. 

“Oh, this is Toga! I met her on patrol today, and it turns out she knows 
who we are -" 

“You know -” 

“Yeah, yeah, you don’t want fans. I was just thinking!” Iguchi continued, 
making Chizome wonder why he'd ever bothered to hire the hero as his 
sidekick. 

(Because he was good. He was smart, and he didn’t take everyone's word 
as law. He was a hero that Chizome could support, whom he knew would 
make sure that the career wasn't just for show. He was a good hero.) 

“Thinking what.” 

“Maybe, just maybe, you'd want another sidekick?” Iguchi continued 
before Chizome could interrupt, “Her quirk is blood based, and she’s a first 
year at a hero school. Lets her shift forms to whoever’s blood she 
consumed. You've got the blood going for your quirk, and it could be cool 
for her to get help from someone who knows the ropes!” 

Chizome looked over the girl in front of him and sighed. 

“Don't make a habit of this.” He reached out to take the paperwork from 
Iguchi and Toga, pinching the bridge of his nose to stave off the headache 
of working with two overly friendly heroes. 

Iguchi grinned, waving her forward to hand off the paperwork. 
“Whatever you say.” 

He hired him to make a difference. 


That's all any of them were trying to do. 

And, Chizome supposed, he could trust Iguchi to find heroes who 
weren't going to fall for the traps of the career. Who weren't looking to be 
big names, who weren't looking for the fame and the shining lights of their 
names. 

Iguchi had been working for him for a few years now, and he knew that 
he would be looking for heroes who wanted nothing to do with how heroics 
worked now. Who chose the career of “hero” not for money, not for fame, 
but to make a difference - to bring the word hero back to what it should be. 

Their society was inflated with sellouts and fakes, and Chizome wanted 
no one of that sort near his agency. 

If he got lucky, within a few years, that type of hero would be eliminated, 
purged from society. 

And then, they could try again - try to make something worth the title of 
hero. 

If his agency had to grow to do that, so be it. 
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“Do you trust me?” 

It was a heavy question to expect a young child to answer, but there was 
no way to avoid asking it. Both of their futures hung delicately on his 
answer. A yes would free them from the invisible shackles they wore; a no 
would condemn them to a life of pure darkness.. 

From the moment he first laid eyes on Tomura Shigaraki, Kurogiri 
understood his purpose. It came so naturally to him, like love at first sight. 
His master needn't say a word to trigger his guard; he had been brought to 
his knees instantly. All it took was seconds for him to completely dedicate 
his life to the boy with red eyes, rubbed raw; to the boy who was constantly 
in danger. 

Anxiety plagued every second from that moment onward, a voice in the 
back of his mind ceaselessly nagging that his charge was not safe. As 
opposed to the seconds it took for him to commit himself to Tomura, 
months passed before he identified the source of the danger as All for One 
himself. Upon reflection, all of the red flags were evident from the beginning 
in the way he spoke to Tomura, encouraged his darkest heart, and allowed 
him to drown in the traumas of his past. The poor child couldn't give voice 
to any of them— repression was a powerful tool— but the weight of those 
grotesque hands provided a sickening kind of comfort in his silence. Tomura 
worshipped the man who gave them to him as his hero, but Kurogiri knew 
better. Everything about the relationship between the boy and the villain 
reeked of grooming and manipulation. As his protector, he could not stand 
idly by and let this occur. 

It went against his very purpose. 

Leaving was one of the toughest decisions that Kurogiri had ever made 
and he hated how much weight it put onto Tomura’s shoulders. To take 
Kurogiri’s hand and follow his guardian into the unknown was not only the 
most dangerous thing he could do, but the safest as well. As long as All for 
One reigned over them, that nagging insecurity would never cease to prod 
at the back of Kurogiri’s mind. The boy was still too young to understand 
what it meant, but he didn’t need to understand. All he needed was to 
answer the question: Do you trust me? 

As he pulled the shabby motel sheets higher over the sleeping boy's body, 
he couldn't have been more relieved that the answer was yes. 

Kurogiri didn’t sleep that night— how could he when every shadow was 
All for One? Until their safety was assured, he couldn't afford to let Tomura 
out of his sight. Sleeping that night would be anything but restful, anyways. 
Beyond the need to protect his charge, was the reminder that he had no 


idea what to do and that was bound to keep him awake. He only had enough 
cash to cover a handful of nights in this cheap motel and that was without 
covering their meals. Once his wallet was empty, they had nowhere to go. 

The obvious answer was to land a job, but that posed its own challenges. 
Not only did he not possess any marketable skills, but he lacked any sort of 
identification/documentation required for hire. Any place that would be 
willing to ignore that was bound to be questionable. Every step he took from 
this point forward would be risky; it was simply a matter of which risks he 
was willing to undertake. 

For Tomura Shigaraki, the answer was any. 

Ultimately, the task wasn’t as difficult as he’d anticipated. The following 
day was filled with dragging Tomura through the city as he investigated 
every HELP WANTED sign encountered. He had expected it to be a full-day 
affair but was fortunate by the fifth stop. The bar they entered rivaled the 
motel in terms of shadiness— he didn’t want to know if the stains on the 
floor were wine or blood— but the promise of tips, regular pay (in cash, no 
less), and willingness to turn a blind eye to his lack of identity sealed the 
deal. He'd receive compensation while he trained and the owner even 
offered to allow Tomura to stay in the office during Kurogiri’s shifts. It was 
more than he could've asked for; almost too good to be true. 

For once, Kurogiri was glad to be wrong. The arrangement lasted for 
years, allowing him to provide without resorting to things like petty 
thievery. That shoddy motel room became their new home, and every time 
he got that envelope of cash, he would cover another week's stay. His quirk 
was surprisingly useful on the job and made him a skilled bartender able to 
make drinks faster than any of his colleagues. It also lent a hand to breaking 
up fights that inevitably occurred when intoxicated lowlifes decided to butt 
heads— those stains on the floor were definitely blood. It didn’t take long for 
Kurogiri to become as invaluable to the bar as the bar was to him. 

That night wasn't supposed to be any different than the hundreds of 
previous ones, but the universe had a tendency to continually throw him off. 
It started out typically, with Kurogiri behind the bar and Tomura in the 
office, surrounded by whatever he had decided to bring to entertain himself. 
While Kurogiri would normally steal a moment to sneak back and check on 
him, he couldn't afford it that night. The boy's eighth birthday was 
approaching quickly and he wanted to purchase him something nice, so he 
needed to remain completely attentive in order to squeeze out the best 
possible tips from his patrons. Tomura would be lonely for the night, but it 


was a sacrifice they both needed to make, so he ignored how anxiety 
climbed back up into his throat. 

Dismissing his gut had been a mistake. 

One could imagine his horror when the time came for the bar to close 
and Kurogiri went to retrieve his charge only to find the office door gone 
and the office itself completely empty. Piles of dust littered the space that 
looked to have gone through a storm and resting on the floor was one of 
Tomura’s heavier books, fresh blood coating the cover. 

Kurogiri’s stomach twisted up in knots, the anxiety he had been ignoring 
throughout the night surging with a vengeance. This couldn't be happening; 
he had been so careful... 

The only thing left in that office was the computer screen, lit up with a 
digital message that chilled Kurogiri to the bone. 

[Kurogiri. 

You'll have to forgive me. There's a hefty bounty for a kid with a quirk like 
his and I just can't resist. Since he’s your kid, you'll get a cut of the reward, Do 
me a favor and clean up the mess he made. See you tomorrow. 

Best, 
Boss] 


Boss. 


Kurogiri could do nothing but stare, the implications of his surroundings 
falling into place to create a harrowing idea of what had occurred. It made 
sense in a sickening fashion; the only way someone could have taken 
Tomura was if they knew how his quirk worked as well as how to avoid it. 
Beyond that, only someone he trusted could have gotten close enough to 
him to touch him without being introduced to his hands, There had 
obviously been a struggle— Tomura was sharp and could read intentions like 
a magazine— but that book had spelled an end to it all. 

He couldn't disintegrate an assailant if he was unconscious, after all. 

Kurogiri’s mind spun as he warped out of the office, heart pounding 
between his ears. There was no doubt as to who had put a bounty out for 
Tomura and if he were to successfully trade him in, then Kurogiri would 
have failed in his purpose. 

At some point during the night, it had rained, making the pavement shiny 
and slick as he ran. The rain was perfect to wash away any evidence of blood 
that the darkness might miss, making it all but impossible for him to track 
them. There was no indication as to when they had left or what direction 
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saturated with crime, he may as well have gone in blind. 
Tt was better than nothing. If there was one thing he had learned, it was 
to trust his gut. 


he met. 


him that it was far enough. 

“Damn hero! Hasn't anyone ever taught you how to mind your own 
business!?” 

Boss. Immediately, Kurogiri turned on his heel, nearly tripping as he 


had him freezing in place. 
In the center of the alley stood two men, one recognizable as his boss 
and one that appeared to mirror Kurogiri in age. He didn’t look impressive, 


his scarf and the gear on his face. 


Yellow goggles. For reasons he couldn't explain, the unusual accessory 
caught his attention. It seemed so familiar, the origin right on the tip of his 


that funny recognition was the least of his worries. 
That would be his boss’s empty arms. 
Tomura. 


already been completed? His panicked gaze darted about the scene before 
he saw— 

“Tomura Shigaraki!” 

When he caught sight of the boy slumped against the wall, head lolled 


hit him forbade him from biting his tongue like he should have. It didn’t 
matter that the two men whipped around to look at the intruder who had 
interrupted their fight for they would have seen him at the boy’s side 
instantly. 

Kneeling beside Tomura, he quickly inspected him for any injuries. The 
hair on the back of his head was caked in dried blood, but the steady rise 


hadn't killed him; Tomura was useless to All for One dead. The fear slowly 
dissipated as he sighed in relief and pulled him into his arms. 


they might have taken. He had nothing to rely on but his gut, and in a city so 


He would find Tomura, no matter how many twists, turns, and dead ends 


Fortunately, luck was on his side. He wasn’t certain how far from the bar 
he had ventured in his desperate search, but a familiar voice crying out told 


skidded down the alleyway towards that voice. The scene he stumbled upon 


his build slim and his dark clothing making him blend into the night, save for 


tongue, yet entirely out of reach. Once he took in the full situation, however, 


Kurogiri’s stomach dropped like a lead ball. Was he too late? Had the deal 


forward and clearly unconscious, the amalgamation of terror and relief that 


and fall of his chest indicated that he was still breathing. Of course his boss 


“I am so sorry,” he professed to deaf ears, the sting of tears building 
behind his eyes. For a brief moment, the conflict between the other two 
men slipped his mind only for him to be forcefully reminded of it again as 
his boss cried out. 

“Kurogiri! Don’t be an idiot! Don’t you know how much that boy is 
worth!?” he snapped, turning his back on the hero to face Kurogiri properly. 

Kurogiri held Tomura closer in an attempt to shield him. “I know exactly 
how much he’s worth,” he replied. “More than any amount of money anyone 
could offer. It is you who has misjudged his value.” 

His boss’s expression twisted into an awful scowl as he lunged forward. 
“Why you—” 

“That's enough.” White cloth sprang forward and wrapped around the 
villain, binding him instantly. A few meters back, the hero tugged on the 
restraints, long black hair standing on end. Kurogiri’s brow furrowed. 
Something about that quirk seemed so familiar... 

His boss cursed and struggled against the binds to no avail and was 
promptly ignored by the hero, who addressed Kurogiri instead. “Is that your 
kid?” 

“Lam his guardian, yes,” he confirmed. “My employer attacked and stole 
him while I was working my shift. You have my eternal gratitude.” If it hadn't 
been for this hero, there was no telling what might have become of Tomura, 

The hero didn't boast or preen under his praises. “You should get him to 
a hospital. It looks like he took a pretty bad hit to the head.” 

Kurogiri hesitated. Any good guardian wouldn't delay taking his child to 
the doctor immediately, but the last thing he needed was the name Tomura 
Shigaraki floating around a hospital where Dr. Ujiko may overhear. 

“Don't take him away from me!” the villain bellowed. “I won't let you!” 
Freeing one of his arms from the binding scarf, he reached for his belt and 
pulled out— 

“Look out!” 


Bang! 


A bullet entered the wall perpendicular to its original trajectory, the small 
portal which had redirected it quickly closing. Though he had been breaking 
up bar fights for years, this was the first time he had needed to use his quirk 
to defend himself. Had he not been so overwhelmed, it might have surprisedf’ 
him how naturally it came to him. 


Another gate opened under the villain’s feet, sending him sinking through 
the ground before pinching around his waist. His lower half dangled in the 
space beside Kurogiri, who carried Tomura in one arm as he stood and 
snatched the gun out of his boss’ hand. 

“You could have hit Tomura,” he scolded. No more of his precious blood 
would be shed that day; not if Kurogiri had any say in the matter. 

He offered the gun to the hero. “You can relax. He won't be going 
anywhere. I'll remain here until the authorities arrive to arrest him.” 

After a moment of hesitation, the hero complied, retracting his scarf. 
True to his word, Kurogiri remained at the scene, keeping the villain 
imprisoned. If he so desired, he could slice clean through him, but such 
behavior was hardly appropriate in front of a hero. Besides, that was the 
kind of cruelty he wanted to shield Tomura from, not promote. 

Once the police had taken the villain into custody, Kurogiri made his 
leave to tend to Tomura’s wounds back in the motel room before a voice bid 
him to wait. 

“Kurogiri, was it?” the hero prompted, lifting those strangely familiar 
goggles up to rest on his head. Somehow, he looked impossibly more 
familiar with his full face exposed. Who was he..? 

“Yes. Can I help you?” 

“You were impressive tonight,” he commented. “You were under 
immense stress in a high-stakes situation. Most civilians would've lost their 
cool, but you were perfectly composed. You also managed to disarm him in 
seconds, You seem to know what you're doing.” 

Kurogiri hummed. “I merely responded instinctively. Protecting this boy 
is my purpose. Besides,” he added, “I've had plenty of experience breaking 
up armed fights at the bar I worked at.” 

“Protecting him is your purpose?” the hero pressed. “I don’t normally do 
this— I don't think other people’s lives are my business— but I've got to ask: 
have you ever considered being a hero?” 

A hero. Kurogiri blinked. The suggestion was laughable. Himself, a hero? 
Not only was he trying to avoid attention to keep Tomura safe, but he 
doubted that he had the gumption. Protecting Tomura was one thing, but 
being selfless enough to make sacrifices for others seemed so far-fetched. 

After a moment of silence, he spoke up again. “I can’t say I've thought 
about that before. I'm not certain if it is my calling.” 
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“You already have some basic offensive and defensive skills and you know 
how to utilize your quirk well,” the hero pointed out. “And you didn't 
hesitate to act when an innocent was placed in danger. I'd say that it could 
be your calling if you wanted to pursue it. The pay is good, too,” he 
continued. “Seeing as you're out of a job, you might want to consider it. 
Keeping a kid safe also means providing for him, right?” 

Kurogiri tensed. The hero was right. Currently, he couldn't hope to 
provide for Tomura, and it was so close to his birthday, too. What a present 
that would be: Happy birthday, Tomura! We're homeless! 

No, he couldn't do that to him. Silently, he regarded the unconscious boy 
in his arms. Becoming a hero would be dangerous and had the potential to 
draw plenty of unwanted attention, but if it was for the sake of Tomura, he 
was willing to make any number of sacrifices. 

“...Even if I were to consider this, I wouldn't have the means to follow 
through with it,” he mused. “We're currently living out of a motel. I cannot 
afford to lose income while I train.” 

The hero studied them for a moment, sizing them up. “I normally 
wouldn't say this, but... If you'd be willing to help with rent once you land a 
job, I'd be willing to share my space.” 

Kurogiri’s eyes widened, equal parts dubious and intrigued by the 
proposal. “You would trust a stranger you've only just met to live with you?” 

“I'm a good judge of character,” he replied, as if that rationalized 
everything. “You don’t strike me as a threat. If anything, you seem like the 
kind of guy who just needs a push in the right direction.” 

Adjusting his grip on Tomura, Kurogiri allowed silence to reign. To move 
in with a stranger would be foolish, but what other choice did he have? 
Besides, something deep inside of him insisted that this man was someone 
he could trust. 

“Very well,” Kurogiri replied after an eternity. “And what should I call 
you?” 

The faintest of smiles tugged on the hero's lips, seeming just unpracticed 
enough to suggest that the expression was rare. 

“Call me Aizawa.” 
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At the sound of that voice, he stopped in his tracks. Up at the top of the 
city, above the busy streets and sidewalks, he found it easiest to work. It 
made him feel untouchable. 

Turning towards the source of the cry, Warp Hero: Vortex chuckled 
warmly, “Having trouble keeping up?” 

Tomura stopped a short distance away from him, cheeks flushed and 
panting. This was the first time that Kurogiri had seen him fully decked out 
in his hero costume and it made him proud. Had someone told him years 
ago that accepting Aizawa’s offer would spark new ambition in Tomura, he 
wouldn't have hesitated to accept. 

Placing a gloved hand on his chest, Tomura frowned at his guardian. “It’s 
not fair! You keep warping around. The least you could do is take me with 
you!” 

“Don't tell me you're tired already. We've only just started our patrol,” 
Kurogiri commented, “Don't tell me that Eraser has been going easy on you 
during training.” 

“Of course not,” Tomura shot back. “Most of our training doesn’t entail 
leaping between buildings, though.” 

Vortex shrugged. “You know what my patrols entail. If you wanted 
something easier, perhaps you should have accepted an internship with 
another hero.” 

Tomura’s pouted slightly. “You know that wasn't an option.” 

Just hearing that made Kurogiri’s heart soar. Over the years, he had 
watched Tomura’s dormant appreciation for heroes blossom, fanned by his 
guardian’s own career choice, so he knew that he was admired, but hearing 
it made all of the difference. 

“I suppose I could take pity on you on your first day,” he relented. 
Opening up a warp gate to the next rooftop, he gestured for him to follow. 
“Come on, then, Entropy. Let’s keep going. There's no time to waste loitering 
ona single rooftop.” 

As he watched Tomura— Entropy— slip through his gate, he smiled. 
Ultimately, everything he had done led to this moment; to seeing Tomura 
safe, secure, and happy. Training to be a hero— Just like you, Kurogiri!— had 
given him the kind of vitality he had feared All for One would drain from 
him. 

As far as he was concerned, his purpose had been fulfilled. 
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TODOROK! TOUYA & TORODOKI SIBLINGS 
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Touya's always been destined for heroics. It's been in his blood since he was born, but he's 
never wanted the spotlight like Enji. He played along with his training for as long as he needed 
to, and emancipated himself the moment he wos of age, taking his mother’s last name for his own. 

He forged his own path as the rescue hero Torchlight, setting up his own agency alongside his 
sister, and never once looked back—except for Sunday brunches with his siblings, and now, ap- 
porently, being a guest teacher at Shouto's school. Touya wonders if he has what if takes. 

, ac . 


He'd never admit it aloud, but Sundays were Touya’s favourite day of the 
week. 

They're typically the only ones he has off, and it’s never for lack of trying. 
As aman who's chronically overworked, stretched thin between back to 
back patrols and permanently on call for rescue missions, it must seem like 
Touya does everything he can to live at his office. Fuyumi agrees, trying her 
best to structure the rest of his schedule to resemble a semi-healthy | 
individual. j 

But Sundays... well, they're a special breed. The kind that’s permanently 
blacked out on his work calendar, one that not even Touya himself dares fill. 

Sundays are for family. 

It’s not something he would've envisioned for himself when he'd been 
younger, but somehow, against all odds, the Todoroki siblings had an 
inescapable magnetism to them. An orbit that functioned not unlike glue, or 
invisible strings tying them together. It’s a welcoming change from a 
childhood spent apart, fighting for the spotlight like dogs over scraps of 
meat, 

Competing with each other had never lent well to quiet hours in which to 
bond—and it had been even more difficult once Touya had flown the nest 
forcibly, walking out in the middle of high school. He'd been the first to 
shrug off the shackles of Enji’s name, adopting his mother’s family name of 
Taeru instead, putting as much distance as possible between himself and 
the legacy he wanted no part of. It had been a stepping stone to forging his 
own path as a hero, and he'd intended to do it without ever looking back. 

As with everything else, Fuyumi hadn't given him that option. 

She'd followed him out the door and straight to a new life at Shiketsu, 
where she'd stayed neck and neck with him at the top of the class. 

It had been something of an irony, them sharing the spotlight together. 
After all, Touya had never wanted to be number one—that had been the old 
man’s dream and selfish claim to fame. Without the pressing weight of Enji’s 
isolated training, Touya had learned he worked well with others, actually. 

He got along with his new classmates, made friends rather easily despite 
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asheltered childhood. He was personable, and flourished under the co. 
watchful eyes of Shiketsu’s staff—presenting him with an environment 

where he could comfortably seek assistance for the drawbacks of his quirk. 

The support students he worked with had fashioned him gauntlets with 


built in coolant, and a gel salve for soothing burns. 
Nothing worked quite as well as Fuyumi’s quirk, though. After all, her 
body had been built for that instead of his own—and her makeup was much 


seems s 
<= 


See 


the same. Touya runs hot, but is better suited for cold climates. While 
Fuyumi has no trouble in the heat, her bones were made brittle and 
struggled when the temperature dropped. Touya would work himself to the 
bone if given the chance, but Fuyumi understood the necessity of pacing 
oneself. Touya reacts without thinking, often throwing himself into the fray, 
and Fuyumi is analytical nearly to a fault. 

It was like they'd been designed to work together, a perfect mirror of one 
another. 

Opening a Hero Office together had simply been the next logical step 
after spending their entire school career known as the Wonder Duo. Blue 
Light Rescue had been born from their desire to help people, together. 

So it simply made sense that Fuyumi had been the one to connect their 
orbit with that of their other siblings. To bring the four of them together 
once a week, in the soft mid-morning light at a restaurant that changes 
every Sunday—a choice that rotates between each sibling. 

This week, it's Shouto’s turn. So of course they're having soba. 

As the server comes around with their order and places a bowl in front of 
the youngest sibling, a grin stretches across Shouto’s lips and he digs in 
eagerly. The roll of Touya’s eyes is affectionate, but the momentary 
fondness isn’t enough to distract from the nerves rattling around his 
ribcage. He picks at his food, listening to Natsuo chatter on about his new 
girlfriend, trying to dispel the queasiness slithering along his insides by 
sheer force of will, 

Fuyumi’s hand taps gently at his wrist to catch his gaze. “Nervous about 
your big day?” 

Because today isn’t just any old Sunday. 

Today, for some ungodly reason, Touya has agreed to not only one 
sibling's request, but two. In some strange universal joke, he'll be instructing 
a course at Shouto’s school this afternoon, as a guest teacher. As though he 
has any room to tell teenagers what to do with themselves. 

Still, Touya’s not one for thin skin, so he squares his shoulders and shoots 
Fuyumi a harmless glare over the point of his chopsticks. He swallows the 
butterflies making a conservatory out of his throat and chest cavity, and 
plasters on a winning smile that'll cover the lie sitting between his teeth. “Of 
course not!” 

Some competitive habits were baked into their blood, and this is one 
thing Touya can’t let her know she’s won—not to mention, given he’s going 
to be teaching in two hours, he can't afford to show any sort of crack in his 
armour that the little brats could shove a knife through. 


(Is that a thing regular teenagers do? Maybe it was just something Himil 
did. 

Having his only experience with teenagers being his sometimes snotty 
kid brother and his once intern turned occasional patrol partner ‘Dazzler’ 
sure doesn’t bode well for him teaching a whole class of them. Perhaps he 
should've thought this through a little more.) 

When Fuyumi grins, looking entirely unconvinced, Touya knows he’s a 
goner. But the quirk to her lips softens at the edges, and the twinkle in her 
eyes tells him she’s letting it slide. 

Shouto, however, does not. “You know they can smell fear, right?” He 
accents the statement with a long, drawn out slurp of his noodles. Touya 
fixes him with a glare. 

“Oh, is that what that is?” Natsuo chimes in, waving a hand in Touya's 
direction. “I just thought he hadn’t showered today.” 

Touya’s eyes roll skyward, and he leans back in his chair, defeated. “I hate 
you all, Truly. I do.” 

Natsuo barks out a laugh that rattles the table and shakes the dishes, 
whereas Shouto’s amusement is a small puff of air from his nostrils. Touya’s 
sure Shouto's smirking, a mirror of his own youthful mischief, but Touya 
refuses to acknowledge him. 

“Then why'd you say yes when I asked you to come guest teach, hm?” 
Shouto sounds very proud of himself for that one. 

A pity that it’s just the spark Touya needs. He swings his head up, his own 
pride painting crookedly across his lips, and doesn’t miss a beat: “Fuyumi 
said we had to take on more charity projects this year,” 

Touya watches his youngest brother's brows furrow, mismatched eyes 
narrowing, and his heart sings in response. Fuyumi sighs heavily. Natsuo lets 
out another startling laugh and lunch continues on as normal. It offers him 
enough levity to finish his food, spirits lifted and nerves somewhat settled 
now that he's bested one teenager in verbal combat. 

Thirty minutes later, he and Shouto are saying goodbye to their siblings 
and heading off down the street towards the UA campus. 

There’s a strange sort of feeling simmering in the pit of Touya’s stomach. 
It's not his nerves exactly, but something closer to unease. A disquieting 
thing, the kind of present chill when touring a haunted house. The phantom 
of his youth nipping at his heels, more and more pressing the closer they get 
to Shouto's school. The school Touya had been fated to attend once, before / 


he'd chosen differently for himself. 
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It feels a little strange, after all this time, to end up back here 
anyway-—the place that first made Enji famous. 

He knows that he and Shouto have handled their emancipations 
differently. Though they all took their mother’s name in the divorce, Touya 
had gone as far as possible from the path Enji had laid out for him, while 
Shouto had blazed a trail over it, choosing to do it his own way. He admires 
his brother for it, though, he doesn’t think he'll ever understand. 

He wonders if maybe today will help him try. 

Shouto's low rumble breaks Touya from his contemplation. “Figured out 
what you're going to speak about yet?” 

The earlier snark from the restaurant seems vacant in his expression, so 
Touya settles for honesty, rather than another biting remark. He feels like 
his hands are too clammy for him to do anything but tell the truth, anyway. 
“Not really. Was kind of hoping your teacher was going to give me some 
talking points, or something.” 

The invitation email had been short and kind of blunt, giving Touya very 
little to work with. Shouto seems to find this amusing, given the slightest 
curve of his mouth. 

“He's more likely to take a nap while you're instructing,” Shouto tells him. 
“Pretty sure it’s the only time a week he gets to.” 

Touya barks out a laugh. “For real? Who the hell's your—” 

His mouth clamps shut with an audible clack. He distinctly remembers 
hearing about the sleepy-eyed, worn-out looking teacher during the 
birdbrain’s visit this week, when he'd brought over fried chicken he 
somehow considered worthy of the term dinner. That feathery doofus had 
an intern in Shouto’s class, didn’t he? Went by the name Dark Shadow, or 
something? 

Touya shakes his head. “Nevermind. I'll just wing it.” 

The quirk of Shouto’s lips at the term isn’t lost on Touya, but for the 
second time that day, a sibling takes pity on him and allows the opportunity 
to roast him drift by on an errant breeze. Maybe that was a sign, or 
something, if Touya believed in those. 

Shouto gives him short anecdotes about his classmates the rest of the 
walk, and Touya half listens, trying to form a plan. The irony of it all is that it 
comes to him the moment they walk into Gym Gamma. 

Practice, it appears, is already in session for the day. A wave of chaos and 
noise washes over them as the doors swing open, a bright splash of colours 
and movement painting across the canvas in front of Touya’s eyes. Amongst 
a crescendo of battle cries and powerful Quirk-related impacts there’s 


teenages diving off cement platforms, racing around self-made tracks, and 
climbing three-story walls by the skin of their teeth. 

This last one catches Touya’s attention. 

Some foul-mouthed jerk with jetpacks for hands is already halfway up the 
course, but there's a very determined broccoli-haired kid gaining on him. 
Touya watches the boy launch himself into grey stonework with a flash of 
green lightning zigzagging along his torso—and come away shaking tremors 
out of an arm that’s already sporting a support brace. That's going to bruise 
in the morning. He winces at the sight, and can hear the barest disapproving 
click of Shouto’s tongue to his left. 

Touya vaguely remembers seeing them both on TV earlier this year 
during the Sports Festival. In fact, he’s pretty sure his brother faced off 
against both in different final rounds, but he’s never really been good at 
keeping track of names. That's always been Fuyumi’s thing. 

“Oh my God, is that Torchlight?” 

“Shouto, you didn’t tell us the hot brother would be visiting! I thought it'd 
be your sister!” 

Touya's gaze flickers right, towards a boy with spiky red hair and a severe 
lack of shirt for someone in the middle of a training, and a girl with vibrant 
pink skin and little horns. They're clustered together, grins flickering 
between him and Shouto as his brother's face slowly darkens to match half 
of his hair. Their outburst has drawn attention from some of the other 
students, cutting into the chaotic din echoing across the gym. Chatter 
begins like a slow buzz amongst the gathering crowd, whispers and excited 
giggles swirling together, crackling embers to a flame. 

Touya's pride stretches ear to ear. “I’m going to tell both our siblings you 
said that, thank you.” 

Shouto buries his face in his hands and groans. 

“Alright, alright, calm down,” a low, monotone voice slinks in from the 
left, and Touya watches Eraserhead approach, hands folded behind his back. 
“Can we at least let our guest speaker get an introduction in before you eat 
him alive?” 

“I don’t scare easy, teach,” Touya smirks. He pats Shouto on the shoulder 
as he steps towards his classmates a little, arms extended in a dramatic bow. 
“And something tells me my reputation precedes me.” 

“Well then,” Eraserhead motions to his class with a halfhearted roll of his 
wrist and tired eyes, then slinks off into the crowd. “The floor is all yours, 
Torchlight.” 
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“Good luck, Touya,” Shouto whispers, soft but heartfelt as he slips past. 
Touya’s eyes follow him into the group as he takes up his place between the 
broccoli-haired kid, and the pomeranian with a permanent scowl on his 
face. He watches his little brother gently knock elbows with the former kid, 
and point at the brace on his arm, whispering something to him. The other 
boy’s face darkens with a flush, and he awkwardly picks at the edge of his 
support gear. 

That's the only jumping point he needs. 

Touya, it turns out, is an excellent speaker when it comes to self 
destructive tendencies and the importance of guarding against quirk 
overuse with support items and patience alike. 

The excitement and delight glittering in so many pairs of eyes watching 
him, painted on happy, exhausted faces as they come down from the high of 
training, are more than enough to dispel Touya’s earlier nerves. Whatever 
ghost of stage fright and apprehension he might've carried here coiled 
tightly in the hunch of his shoulders and the sweat of his palms has 
evaporated, leaving only a portrait of confidence behind. 

“While there’s something to be said about learning from your mistakes,” 
he tells them, peeling back one of the cooling bracers his hero costume 
features to display a permanent burn scar running jagged and gnarled up his 
arm, “sometimes learning it the hard way really sucks. Especially at a young 
age, when you're still growing.” 

While he doesn’t want to give too much credit to anything he was put 
through as a child, he does touch briefly upon their training, something he 
thinks worth highlighting when it paints a better picture of just how poorly 
some quirks can be handled in a desperate climb for the top ranks, as 
quickly as possible. 

How in hindsight, it did lead him to realize that as powerful as his quirk 
was, he wasn't built for fighting villains long term, only in short bursts. That 
he worked better as a team, with his sister, and with the help of support 
gear—all of which were perfectly okay. 

“Competition is fun, sure,” Touya says, walking the line of students left to 
right. He talks animatedly with his hands, putting up little displays of blue 
fire in shapes that highlight his speech as he goes—a trick he learned from 
Himiko when she'd last borrowed his quirk. “But—not to totally knock your 
system, Eraser—Sports Festivals and Licensing Exams that pit students 
against each other for the sake of learning are sometimes only great in 
theory.” 


Touya wishes he'd learned that sooner in life; that fighting for scraps 
wasn't a way to live. That pushing yourself to a breaking point for someone 
else’s approval didn't mean anything if you burnt out before getting a 
chance to shine bright. 

“Often, you kids lose sight of the goal in all of that, in trying to be the best 
over anyone else—and that’s to help people! Outside, beyond the boundaries 
of UA, are people who don’t have the power to help themselves when things 
get tough, and that’s not always gonna be against superpowered villains. 
Sometimes it’s debris and blowback from big fights. Sometimes it’s your 
average, every day mugger. Sometimes it’s the fucking weather, honestly.” 

Rescue heroes. Heroes supporting other heroes. Mundane tasks during 
routine patrols like getting a cat out of a tree. These things remain just as 
important to the foundation of their society as anything else. And killing 
themselves just for a chance at the spotlight only crumbles the building 
blocks beneath them. 

Touya knows by the way some faces turn red, and others look down at 
their feet, that he’s hitting home where it counts. That his speech has 
meaning. 

Nowhere is that more clear than in Shouto’s face; in the way he looks at 
him. 

It's a softer echo of how he used to look at the old man. A kinder look 
than the one he used to give Touya as a child. Full of wonder, and warmth, 
and pride. Like he’s happy to have Touya here. Happy to call him his hero, 
even. 

No matter the applause and the reverence his appearance at Shouto's 
school earns him from his classmates, it’s the lasting impression of pride in 
his little brother’s face that stays with him, long after Touya’s gone home. 
It’s a future he never saw for himself, as a child, and one he holds dear every 
day he gets to live in it. 

So yes, Sundays are Touya’s favourite day of the week—though pulling 
teeth would be easier than getting him to admit it aloud—because each one 
is a puzzle piece put back into place. Each one is a shard of stained glass 
from a window into the past that broke when he was just a boy, and that he’s 
spent years carefully sliding back together. 

Some pieces are jagged, and some smoothed by time and distance, but 
every one is important. Every one is a piece of what makes Taeru Touya the 
man—and the hero—he is today. 

His siblings, as it happens, are the glue. 
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A brute down to his very core Pro Wrestler, Rappa The Rupturer has a less than reputa- 
ble reputation. After @ humorous, nevertheless damaging public intoxication and inde- 
cency incident the fighter's career is headed right for the shifter.In-an attempt 10 sal- 
vage his career his PR Rep volunteers him as a guest speaker atan elementary school, 
where he meets an unruly blond bully all too reminiscent of himself. Coming to terms 
with his own lack of self-control and wrathful ways the ruffian is able to mentor the 
child and prevent him from going down a path much like his own. 


‘A force to be reckoned with’. 

On more than one occasion these had been the words used to des: 
both the brute and pint-size hothead. Though the circumstances centered 
around this phrase did vary, much truth could be found in the statement. 

Pro wrestler Kendo Rappa, also known as Rappa ‘The Rupturer’, was 
simple guy with a passion for fighting. Hint: his chosen profession. Hov 
even a simpleton like him had his faults. Even though he was skilled, his 
sportsmanship was less than practical or ethical for that matter. One could 
only assume the nature of his deviance with a name like ‘The Rupturer.’ The 
brute weighed an earthquaking 412 lbs and was a mountainous 7'1 in height, 
ultimately making him beastly in size. 

Given his monstrous stature, one could only imagine the horror of seeing 

giant drunk stomping a local ice cream parlor mascot within an inch of 
e. Aside from being charged with public inte tion, indecency, and 
ult, Rappa should have been grateful that he had only been arrested and 
not incarcerated. Thi s, however, the inciting incident that had landed 
him the role of guest speaker at Masegaki Elementary; court-appointed of 
course and PR rep approved. 

Katsuki Bakugo, on the opposing hand, stood all of 3 feet tall and weighed 
a featherlight sum of 53lbs. Though small in stature, he was tenfold this in 
attitude and pride. He had a rep for all things devious and bad; being both 
the school prankster and top bully. His latest mischief having resulted in the 
fracturing of another student's nose. 

On uld think that upon receiving the call that the child had done just 
that, his parents Masaru and Mitsuki Bakugou would be appalled. However, 
aside from feigned gasps and apologies, the couple seemed otherwise 
nonchalant about the matter. They worked a lot; his father more so than his 
mother, and when the wind of a wench was present, insistent nagging was 
sure to follow. 

This wasn't exactly the ideal upbringing for a proper child. 

With the potential that ‘The Rupturer’ could have incited the assault, he 
was in equally hot water with the school. The script for his visit had been 
pre-written for him, with the expectation that he would stick to it; which his 
PR Rep so vigorously stressed. 

He'd merely shrugged and given a half-hearted ‘Yea. Aight’ when 
presented with this. However, upon being on-site at the school for misfits, 
and reading the uncharacteristic words; he determined that it would be 
better used as toilet paper. 
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So when faced with a room full of jubilant eyes, he shredded it and 
announced with several jabs to the air, "Who wants to know how to break a 
nose!?" 

The crowd of students and staff went wild, students in excitement; while 
the staff in shock and panic. 

In layman's terms, this was the series of incidents that brought the 
unruly duo together. The fact that the youth did indeed dislocate the nose 
of one of his fellow classmates in actuality was sheer coincidence; he had 
actually been skipping during the activity. Nevertheless, Rappa was 
implicated and given a guilty by association sentence, 

It seemed the troublemakers had met their match today: Nemuri Kayama, 
current acting principal of Masegaki Elementary. Due to divine 
circumstance, ‘Principal Midnight’ was now in charge of the school for the 
troubled, temporarily of course. The woman was a stern matron with 
discipline being her specialty. She was quickly whipping the school into 
shape, students, and staff alike. Though, even when reprimanding, she was 
not without heart, as her ultimatum to the two ruffians would reflect. 

The feared female turned sharply on her heels, halting her gear grinding 
pacing in the less than spacious office. "Alright, boys!" The slam of a 
leather-bound crop atop her desk would bring the two grumbling males to a 
stiffening attention. 

"Unfortunately, breaking another student's nose is against the rules. You 
should be grateful that I'm not suspending or expelling you Bakugou. And 
you, Kendo Rappa; inciting such violence is not an acceptable message to 
send to the already troubled youth." With a disappointed shake of her head, 
agitated that she had to even state such a thing, she sighed deeply before 
producing a charming smile and mischievous wink. 

"So I'm partnering you two together as mentor and mentee!" 

Jaws dropped in immediate protest, silenced by another firm slap of the 
crop to the desk. "Now, now, now; you get what you get and do not throw a 
fit, understood?" This statement was far from a question, a rhetorical one at 
best. 

“Now! On your feet, and out of my office." The woman was quick to usher 
the males out of the room. 

“Have fun, and stay out of trouble" 

As they left, however, she quickly pulled aside the child's newly acquired 
mentor, she would provide a few additional parting words. 


"The kid's got a lot of anger and issues expressing himself. I would say 
you do too. Both of you are overdue for a lesson in self-control. Get it 
together; this is his last chance and I'm well aware it's yours too." 

“Yea. Yea. Yea. Whatever lady.” The brutes’ lax words resulted in a roll of 
the principal's cat-like eyes, but a smirk of faith would follow nonetheless. 

Promptly escorted from the buzzing principal's office, the adult and 
youth exchanged glances and grumbled as they walked side-by-side. The 
mountain of a man, Rappa was the first to speak. 

“If you were only dislocating the guy's nose, you weren't doing it right." 

“GRRR! What the hell did you say to me!?" His tiny fists tightened in 
offense. 

“Well, you're next, asshole!" 

Much to the brute's surprise, the pint-size youth was able to match his 
height briefly as he propelled himself upwards. What was doubly surprising, 
was the explosive fist that connected with the wrestler's face. 

Despite his size, Katsuki was fearless and opted for a frontal attack with 
little consideration given to his recent scolding, or their massive size 
difference. This was something the pro could resonate with. 

"So you've got a little firepower. Not bad kid, but you're gonna need a hell 
of a lot more to take me down." 

Just as the minor's jaw dropped in protest, the final bell of the day 
sounded. 

"Gym. Thursday. 3rd period." 

“Don't tell me what to do, lardass..." He grumbled under his breath. 
Nevertheless, his prompt arrival to the gymnasium on the specified date and 
time reflected his compliance. 

Crimson orbs narrowed in a search and destroy survey of the space; 
however, the beastly guest speaker was nowhere to be found. That was, 
until a chain reaction of several foundation quaking sneezes sounded from 
the attached storage room. 

“What the hell?” Was the curious murmur that fell from the youth’s lips. 
Taking to the parted storage room door, Bakugou peered in. There the 
behemoth stood; at odds with a dusty and worn punching bag, thus, the 
sneezing frenzy. 

With dust motes still scattered about the space the child was not 
unaffected, as a similar slew of sneezes exploded from him, making his 
presence known. 

“Eh? Good. You're here, runt” 
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“Don't...ah...call..ah... me tha— achooo! Damnit!” 

"Just put these on.” A small set of boxing gloves that had clearly seen 
better days were tossed his way by the brute. 

"Tch. And if I don't wanna?" 

“Well, we all have to do things we don’t want to do sometimes.” 

“You mean like that fake ass speech you read.” 

The youth was intuitive; though it didn’t take a genius to deduce from the 
stammering and use of fancy words when giving the apology for inciting 
violence, and reading the rectified speech the day prior that he hadn't 
written himself. 

Though the headmistress had expressed content that the lecture had 
gone according to plan and without mishap; Rappa didn’t quite share the 
feeling. 

With a drab look across every youth's face, the entertainer and wrestler 
felt a sense of longing for the charged crowd he was accustomed to in his 
profession, But without protest, he had made it through the day only to be 
presented with his assigned mentee today. 

“Yea, whatever.” Rappa shrugged at the youth’s never-ending snark. In a 
tightlipped pout, the child gave in and did as instructed, due to the activity 
piquing his interest. "Alright kid, let me show you how it's done.” 

"Yeah, well what do you know?" He seemed set on questioning every 
action of the man, with his distrust for adults evident. 

A lightning-fast, three-piece combo to the punching bag that threatened 
to obliterate the piece of equipment was the only answer Bakugo received; 
silencing any doubts that the man was more than capable. 

“Now, fist up like this." The instruction was met without resistance. 

A two hour-long, guided punching spree told the pro that the kid was a 
natural; even more so than he was at his age. However, the periodical spurts 
of anger and mumble of names like ‘mom’ and ‘dad’ told Rappa that he had 
some unresolved issues within; furthermore in expressing himself. As a man 
of few words and many beatdowns, the brute could relate. 


He left the kid to it, a span of approximately 30 minutes unsupervised 
was just enough time to place an order for pizza and avoid the cafeteria's 
dreaded lunch. 
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Upon his return, and much to his surprise, he would find the bag had 
been toppled and conquered; defeated as it lay idly on the floor. To think 
that the pint-size troublemaker had really done a number on the thing, 
brought a subtle smile to the man's face. 

"Guess we got ourselves a champ, some pizza too." Rappa nodded at the 
approaching pizza man on the opposite side of the exit's door. 

With no regard for the school's check-in policy, the pizza bearer was 
greeted for the exchange of goods, paid, and dismissed. 

"Eat up." The grizzly man stacked a shockingly mouth-watering four 
pizza boxes, accompanied by two bottles of coke on a neighboring crate. 

Bakugou would gladly take pizza and coke over the mystery that was the 
school cafeteria's meatloaf special any day. 

So, slice after slice, sip after sip; he indulged the brute until he'd eaten his 
weight in the delicacy. 

"I'm stuffed. Hey, that was damn good, lardass..." Some semblance of a 
thank you slipped from him, in his floor-bound wall slouch. 

After the cessation of chewing from the completed meal, a long pause 
filled the air before the adult spoke. 

"So why do you do it kid?" Now was as good as time as ever to get to the 
root of the child's problem. 

"Eh?" An ash brow quirked at the sudden question. 

"Beat the snot out of brats weaker than you?" An elaboration on Rappa's 
end gave the question context. 

"You've got a fighter’s spirit like me, but you're no warrior." The mixed 
praise of the youth was still praise nonetheless. 

Bakugou scoffed with an unenthusiastic eyeroll and muttered ‘this again’ 
under his breath. However, uncharacteristically lacking a witty response, he 
gave the question actual thought before speaking. 

"It feels good...at least when it starts. Then they start crying and making 
me feel bad and shit." 

"Yeah, well maybe try picking on someone your own size... or that 
actually deserves it." There was much hypocrisy to be found in this 
statement, given he'd bludgeoned an innocent mascot less than half his size. 

"What the hell is that supposed to mean, lardass?" His defensive nature 
began to surface. 

"If you feel like shit after, then it ain't worth it." Likewise, the wrestler 
knew the feeling, looking back on the incident; proud was quite the opposite 
of how he felt. 


"Yeah, well you're one to talk. How'd it feel beating up that stupid 
mascot?" The news had definitely spread. 

“HEY! ...This is about you, not me, kid." 

Though the youth was the subject of the conversation, he couldn't deny 
the similarities between them and the path they were on. Perhaps, this was 
what the wise Principal Midnight had seen prior to pairing the two. 

“Well, when you get your shit together then so will I!" Bakugou affirmed 
brazenly. 

“Fine runt! Yeah, I'm like you... I did it because I was mad at the world and 
it felt good...for a little bit!" The admission of guilt came out ina 
truth-revealing roar that left even the youth taken aback. 

With a huff he regained his composure, his tone softened oddly, lowering 
to a hushed whisper. "But it cost me my title." 

Crimson hues went saucer wide at the notion, something he had never 
considered. But in a fair is fair snapback to reality he offered up some of his 
own scolding. 

"What did you think was going to happen, you big oaf?" Fearlessly, the 
hothead poked similarly to how the pro had. "Yeah, well, what did you think 
was going to happen when you sucker-punched some pipsqueak?" All the 
same, Rappa made clear that his misbehavior wouldn't be forgotten either. 

Though amidst the wreckage of their own ill behavior, there was a 
solidarity about their troublesome ways. 

Mutual growls signaled a stalemate between the two. 

“What I'm saying is you got lucky, alright! Got a slap on the wrist and so 
did I. But luck runs out." With a hefty sigh, the man that knew only how to 
talk with his fists offered up a solution to the like-minded youth. "So here's 
the deal, runt. You save the fighting for those that actually deserve it. But 
you keep practicing and get that temper under control. Hell, keep that right 
hook strong and maybe I'll see you in the ring someday. Got it?" 

“Yeah and what about you, big guy?!" 

“Well...I'm gonna do the same." 

“Not good enough.” 

“What the hell do you mean?" 

“What about that title you lost? You just gonna stand for that?" 

“Like hell I am!" 

“So, you gotta get the shit back! Those are my terms, take it or leave it!” 
To think that the adult was negotiating with a child. 
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"Alright runt, that title is as good as mine, so you better keep your end of 
the deal" 

“I'm a man of my word, lardass. Shake on it!" 

The size of the child's extended hand compared to Rappa's massive one 
was eye-boggling, but in a show of good faith and fair sportsmanship, he 
grasped the kid's hand in a confirming shake. 

As if on cue with their parting hands, the final bell of the day sounded. 

Guest-speaker Rappa's final day was a lax one; spent giving his last round 
of speeches up until the very end of the long-awaited Friday. He noted a 
familiar eye-rolling face present for all, As the bell signaling the start of the 
weekend for the students, and the end of his court-appointed service to the 
school rang, he prepared to take his leave. Many thoughts of what was to 
come after his lifted suspension flooded his mind; but the most prominent 
in particular, his promise to the troubled youth, Katsuki Bakugou. 

"Hey, lardass!" An all too familiar insult caught his ears as he stood at the 
threshold of the exit amidst a sea of bustling bodies. As spheres met in a 
narrowed eye lock, smirks plastered mirrored faces without any further 
commentary, a farewell of sorts. In a gesture of solidarity, each lifted a 
middle finger to the other. 

There was something about the goodbye that was bittersweet, there 
were no words, only the student flooded hall and a cheeky yet mutual insult. 

It took six long hard months to secure the title match that would 
undoubtedly give Rappa ‘The Rupturer’ a shot at restoring his title. He'd 
trained, kept his temper tamed, and occasionally checked that the runt was 
doing the same. He was pleased to hear from Principal Midnight herself that 
Katsuki was behaving, though he did still have quite the potty mouth which 
earned him detention from time to time. But, all in all, it seemed the kid was 
set on keeping his word, and at last it was time for Rappa to keep his. 

It was unlike the brute to have pre-match jitters, yet his stomach seemed 
to knot upon stepping into the ring of the overflowing stadium. Prior to any 
match, he'd been known to rage, summoning every ill-thought to fuel his 
fighting fire. However, today the feeling was absent; replaced with an 
insatiable need to redeem himself and make good on his parting promise to 
the hotheaded youth. His deviance had not only earned him his suspension, 
but by default cost him his title. Tonight he would put the shameful incident 
behind him, all the while, showcasing the new and improved him. 

His time spent with the pint-size troublemaker had not only impacted 
the child and his unruly ways, but likewise himself. 


The experience had brought about a self-assessment, and led him to 
question why he had picked this profession. Furthermore, it raised the 
outstanding question not of why he fought but what he was fighting for? 

On the surface, the answer was a simple one. He loved it, the rush of 
adrenaline, the thrill of the fight; and he was damn good at it. A lengthy list 
of heads he'd knocked, and bodies he'd ruptured was a testament to this. 
Upon deeper probing, months after the mentorship, he discovered that this 
was his one and only outlet; a way for a behemoth like him to express 
himself much like the unruly child. As for what he was fighting for: Respect. 
An age-old one that went beyond showmanship; one rooted in a warrior's 
spirit. Above all he was fighting for himself, this was what he wanted; the 
path he had chosen. 

So, as he circled the ring and surveyed the roaring crowd, a pitched yell 
cut above the deafening rest, catching his attention. 

“HEY LARDASS!" Baffled, he looked. 

There was Principal Midnight and the beaming troublemaker at her side. 
In yet another mutual trade of middle fingers, the brute that had never been 
partial to words, but rather actions would speak the loudest he ever had 
tonight. 


CHARACTE TENKO SHIMURA 
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Tomura Shimura, now known 
tempting to remain low ts him in a spotlight hi t red for, 
shining a light on the shadows of his past. His sister won't speak to him after what he did to 
their father years ago. Despite it being an accident, he finds himself haunted by the dangers of 
his quirk and the fear of his remaining family members. While dodging the pi e night, Tenko 
looking man out in the park and they start up a conversation about re- 
and what it really means to be a hero at the end of the day. 


If on the top ten I 


grets, promis 


“And on this rainy spring day, we are here to announce the new results of 
Japan's Top Ten Hero Polls! We have some newcomers on the dock, don't we 
Alec?” 

“That we do Sya! We have one hero, in particular, that is sure to have the 
citizens buzzing!” 

“Did I forget to feed you, Hokori?” Tenko hums, leaning down to scratch 
behind the fluffy ears of his Shiba Inu companion. From the kitchen he can 
hear the sound of the water boiling on the stove, turning about quickly in his 
bare feet as he carries pieces of his hero costume beneath his arm. Coming 
home from hero duty always has him fretting around trying to keep his 
apartment clean, especially when he gets in late. “Hang on buddy, let me 
check the cupboard.” 

“Today we introduce a new hero to the ten ranks, sliding into eighth place-” 
Did I forget to buy you food?” 
“- is pro hero Fracture!” 

Tenko stops dead in the hall. He stares off at the TV in the corner of the 
living room, eyes wide, black hair wild about his face. Hokori barks excitedly 
at his heels as the water boils over in the kitchen. 

What... what did they say? 
“Yes, that’s right! Pro hero Fracture is the newcomer in the hero's top ten 
polls here in Japan! What a rise for such an underdog, am I right Sya?” 

Somewhere in the apartment, his phone starts to ring. 

‘.. me? A popular hero?’ 

He knows there's a mistake. Even as he reads the headline over and over 
Tenko feels like his soul is leaving his body, sinking to his knees in an 
attempt to ground himself. Ashes laps lovingly at his face and Tenko shakily 
pulls the dog close with his gloved hands. 

To be known... to be perceived... is... 

‘Dangerous.’ 

“So Fracture, how does it feel to be in the spotlight for the first time?” 

The studio lights leer down at him from all sides and Tenko fights the 
urge to reach up and scratch at his face, the latex edge of his black mask 
rubbing against his concealed rash. He had covered the redness with 
enough makeup before the interview to get by but the heat in the studio was 
making things worse. Everything about his outfit feels uncomfortable from 
the drapey fabric of his black pants to his elbow-length gloves. 

His costume is meant for practicality, specifically at night. But he does 
have a few video game inspired flares here and there. 


“I.. well...” he bites his bottom lip, chest tight. “... it is unexpected.” 

“Because you're an underground hero are you not?” 

“Sort of. I prefer the night because it’s a bit cooler in the evening. But I've 
been taking a lot of jobs during the day this year.” 

His answer is boring and he knows it. The look on the interviewer's face 
confirms it as the painted apples of her cheeks give the slightest drop. 

“I do know that... that my grandmother would be very proud of me,” he 
follows up, sitting up a bit straighter. “Nana Shimura? She was a big hero 
name during her time.” 

The interviewer's cheeks rise up instantly to their former height. “Yes, 
yes she was! Silly me, I forgot you came from a family of pro hero's, young 
Fracture.” 

He smiles weakly. “I guess you could say that-” 

“But to have such a troubling quirk, that must have been hard for you 
wasn't it?” The interviewer leans forward, crossing one leg over the other. “I 
mean of all the quirks out there... decay? My, how...how different.” 

A shadow crosses over Tenko's face. He knows how these interviews 
usually go but prior knowledge does nothing to prepare him, He keeps his 
smile plastered to his face, drumming his fingers on his lap as the rash along 
his eye gives another nasty throb. 

“You're right, it’s a very unique quirk. It could have been... very damaging 
if I hadn't learned how to control it.” His voice shakes near the end but he 
ignores it, pushing through. “But what sort of hero would I be if I couldn't 
find a way to use it for good?” 

“It’s a jaw-dropping quirk to watch, no doubt. Very damaging, very lethal,” 
the interviewer taps her clipboard absently. “Your sister is a pro hero as 
well, yes? What does the grand pro hero Stardrop think of her brother 
making the top ten?” 

Tenko’'s face goes white. 

‘Hana...’ 

Something shatters. Tenko stands in the kitchen doorway, watching his 
older sister gather her dirty dishes and toss them into the sink carelessly, 
ignoring the glass. The smell of her apartment reminds him of their 
childhood home and he feels his stomach twist with unease, chewing on his 
bottom lip as he waits for her to say something. 

“So you made the top ten, huh?” 

Tenko shrugs. “Looks that way.” 


“You know what happens to heroes in the spotlight little brother?” she 
glances over at him, voice speckled with ice. “They lose their privacy. When 
you become liked, your life becomes exposed.” 

Tenko’s gloved hands twitch at his sides. 

“It'll only be a matter of time before they find out what you did to dad.” 

The words he had been dreading punch him deep in the gut and his rage 
leaps out, lashing back as the wound that refuses to heal inside himself rips 
open. Coming into her house had been a risk but he made an effort to see 
her now and then despite her coldness. 

“I didn’t mean to, Hana,” he snaps, more hurt than enraged. “We go over 
this every time!” 

“He was only scolding you cause we misbehaved-” 

“He hurt me! I was a kid, I didn’t deserve that! I felt corner!” 

“We could still have a father and mom wouldn't be in a facility right now 
if that hadn't happened-” 

“| didn't deserve that! Stop making me feel like I deserved that, even after 
all these years!” Tenko slams his hand against the doorway and beneath his 
fingertips, a small patch of floral wallpaper disintegrates into a cloud of 
smoke, “Enough!” 

Fear seeps into her wide eyes and she steps away from him, the same 
fear she had harbored that day all those years ago. Back when he had killed 
their dog, then their father... 

It had taken him years to accept that what had happened was an 
accident. 

He isn’t cursed. He is a person. Back then he was a child who had 
possessed a quirk that had protected him from the hands of his abuser. 

“Why did you even become a hero Tenko?” Hana whispers, voice thick 
with detest. “So that you could save people as grandma did? Or is it just to 
prove to the world you're not a monster?” 

Tenko’s rage fizzles like a dying star. 
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He feels the ashes from the wallpaper beneath his fingertips, the glove 
that was supposed to prevent damage ripped and frayed about his wrist. 

“Because... I...” 

“Fracture?” 

Tenko blinks. A thin bead of sweat trickles down along the side of his face 
and he stares wide-eyed at the interviewer, her face blurred by the bright 
lights. 


“Pro hero Fracture, what does your sister pro hero Stardrop think of you 
making the top ten?” 

Calm settles over him. Despite the sickening unease in his gut, he sits up 
as straight as he can, using his feigned confidence as a crutch. 

“She's proud of me.” The lie soars from his mouth to the ears of millions 
of viewers, far out of his reach. “Since we were little all my sister and I have 
ever wanted to do...” 

‘Why did you even become a hero, Tenko?” 

He thinks of the smiling photo of his grandmother, the memory of her 
easing the sickness in his gut as his heart trembles against his ribcage. 

Despite his lies, the truth comes out amidst his hesitation and he smiles 
brightly, blue eyes shimmering with joy. 

“... all we've ever wanted was to save the lives of others and do it with a 
smile.” 

‘Tm not a monster, Hana. I'm sure of that,’ 

Tenko stumbles along in the growing gush of exposure over the following 
weeks, attending interviews and TV appearances while taking hero jobs in 
the day and evening whenever he can spare a shift. He falls asleep on the 
couch with Hokori, still wearing his hero uniform with his mask pulled off to 
allow his face to breathe. It’s a world he doesn’t understand and no matter 
how hard he tries, he can’t grasp the reason for his popularity. 

He was far from handsome. Even in his costume, he was nothing but a 
messy-haired adult with no charm and no catchphrase. When he looks in 
the mirror he can see the traces of the past sprinkled about his features, the 
color of his eyes mirroring that of his grandmothers but nothing else. He 
doesn't possess her energy and his smile hardly shines as bright. Beneath it 
all, he feels like a poorly wrapped package hastily patched together to hide 
the badness buried beneath. 

He could be a hero to the public. 

But to his family... he would always be a monster. 

Despite all of that, Tenko still feels hope. 

The day his own merch hits the stores leaves Tenko with a feeling he 
can't put into words. He didn’t even care about the sales, not when he 
knows that there’s at least one kid out there inspired by his presence. In the 
evening he makes his way out to one of the stores downtown to pick up a 
little something for himself only to find the shelves picked through. 

A single plushie of himself sits at the far back of the shelf. 

He pays for it with the widest smile on his face, slipping the money 
toward the cashier with shaking fingers. 


“Lucky you, I thought we were out of everything,” the lady laughs as she 
hands him his change.” Are you a fan?” 

The question catches him off guard. He looks down at the plushie for a 
moment, transfixed by the large cartoony blue eyes and the black and 
purple costume. Even his birthmark was in the right place. In his hands he 
holds the outcome of his hard work, the villains he had slain and the trials 
he had overcome all coming together in a stitched-together mass of stuffing 
and fabric. 

“J... guess I am.” 

Tenko’s mind drifts as he leaves the store and steps out into the warm 
evening air. He means to head home and curl up on the couch with his video 
game and Hokoriat his side, but his feet take him in a different direction. He 
clutches the plushie tight against his chest, plucking idly at the stitches 
along its body with a heavyweight in his stomach. The joy he had felt earlier 
dissolves into the night along with his confidence. 

Is this what being a successful hero is? Merchandise? Interviews? A toy in 
a fast food meal? 

Is all of this just an act of deception? 

Tenko’s feet stop when he reaches a small bridge. He’s about an hour out 
from his home and realizes he’s made it all the way to Onagi river, the salty 
smell of the water mixing in with the heavy fumes of the city. There are 
people everywhere along the riverfront but he tries to keep his head down, 
not wanting to be noticed. The mask could only conceal so much. 

His birthmark is the ultimate giveaway. But the constant rashes on his 
skin hid it from view. 

Trembling, Tenko feels the urge to scratch. 

What would I even be without these gloves?’ He thinks, staring down at 
his hands clutching his plushie tight. ‘Would I still be a hero without them? 
Am [a true hero now only because I made it to the top ten?’ 

The lives he had taken when he was a child were still gone. His father was 
still gone, even now that he was popular in the eyes of the public. The anger, 
the guilt, the hatred... 

Beneath the protective fabric, his hands can still destroy for all the wrong 
reasons. 

One wrong slip and he could- 

“Is everything okay?” 

Startled, Tenko looks up. A tall, thin man stands beside him, his head of 
messy blonde hair blocking out the light from the streetlamp. The gaunt 
hollows of his cheeks lead Tenko to believe that he’s possibly malnourished, 


even sickly although he doesn’t say it. But the kindness in his eyes keeps him 
from shuffling away. 

“Y-yeah. Sorry, I just zoned out.” He pulls at his gloves nervously. “I don't 
know how I ended up here.” 

“Oh.” The tall man frowns. “Are you lost?” 

“No, I just kept walking and stopped paying attention.” Tenko studies the 
man’s face as closely as he can without coming off rude. His clothes are a bit 
ill-fitting but other than that, he almost seems a bit nervous. 

Then Tenko notices. 

He's... staring. 

‘Oh no. Does he recognize me!?” 

Tenko pulls the plushie close and he takes a hesitant step back. Noticing 
his panic, the stranger holds his hands up with a shy smile. “Ah, I'm sorry 
this is rude of me! I... well I noticed your beauty mark on your chin...” 

Tenko's face goes white. 

“I know who you are, it’s okay! I won't say anything.” The stranger 
whispers. “I just... well...” he hesitates, brow furrowing as he battles with 
what he’s about to say, “ I... 1 knew your grandmother, Nana Shimura,” 

A light breeze blows from the dark river, whipping Tenko’s dark hair 
about his shocked face. He opens his mouth and closes it, trying to find the 
right words. 

No one he had ever spoken to before had ever known his grandmother. 

“You knew her?” Tenko murmurs breathlessly. “Really? Like you spoke to 
her?” 

“She trained me. I'm old, I know,” the man laughs, running a nervous hand 
through his long hair. “You look just like her. It really is special.” 

His mind buzzes with questions but none he can form into words. All he 
had was a picture and his father’s description all these years. She was 
nothing but a faded memory, a smiling woman whose face he and his sister 
bore. Despite everything, Tenko knew the moment he saw her he wanted to 
be a hero. 

Even after the incident... the mistake... 

.. would she be proud of him now? 

“Tm not special.” He looks down at the plushie, holding it out for the 
other to see in the lamplight. “I always feel like I'm the side character, just a 
person who happened to become everyone’s favorite. I don’t even know why 
people like me. I don’t even know if like... being known. Or idolized.” He 
sighs, shaking his head. “Did my grandma feel that way? Did she ever feel 
like she wasn’t fit to be a hero?” 


His question catches the man off guard and it shows in the way his eyes 
shift around. Tenko curses his inability to be normal but the man leans 
down to his level, tilting the plushie so that it’s face is more visible in the 
lamplight. 

“She never doubted herself. Your grandmother existed in a world where 
heroes weren't liked for their merchandise and flashiness.” Guilt gathers in 
the sunken caverns beneath his blue eyes. “All someone needed to do to be a 
hero back then was save people; without the promise of fame or popularity. 
She was kind and patient and had the biggest heart of anyone I knew.” He 
presses one long finger to the small stuffing filled chest of the plushie in 
Tenko’s hands. “That same heart lies in you, Tenko.” 

Something opens inside him, like a flower blooming in the warm light of 
the strangers soft words. Tenko thinks about the rage of his father and the 
coldness of his sister, struggling to track the path of his grandmother's 
kindness through his blood line. 

Fame isn’t what he wants. 

It’s the tear filled thank you's, the clutch of shaking fingers to his arm as 
he helps a civilian out of a car wreck, It’s the rush of relief that warms the air 
and chases away the fear and calamity the moment he smiles and says 
everything will be okay. 

It’s the sort of feeling Tenko wishes he could have felt back when his 
father hurt him. 

Safe. Protected. 

Alive. 

“So you tell me, Tenko Shimura.” The stranger stands up straighter, 
towering above him with an amused air about him. “Do you feel like you're 
fit to be a hero?” 

Calm rushes over him. He places one gloved hand over his chest, feeling 
his heartbeat pulse against his fingertips. He thinks of a life without fame, a 
life without costumes and merchandise and hero polls, a life where 
expectations were much different. Even if society shed itself down to its 
bare bones, dropping its frills and riches to the floor in a pile of ashes, his 
desire would remain. 

As long as there are people who need saving, he will be there. 

“Yes. I do feel fit to be a hero.” he smiles brightly up at the winking stars 
above him. “And no matter what, I'll be the best hero I can ever be.” 


Breathe in, aim. 

Breathe out, fire. \ 

His body runs through the familiar motions, activating and directing his ‘ 
quirks like how he was trained to do from young. Every fibre of his being is 
focused on the fight he’s in, eyes never leaving the target until it stops 
moving. His cold emotionless gaze surveys the scene before him, his 
opponent lying in the dust. 

He'd won. As expected. 

“Well done, Himura,” his teacher praises him but he simply gives a nod of 
acknowledgement. This was nothing. He was going to be the top hero, just 
like his adopted father. Something so small should be done with little to no 
effort. 

He ignores the looks his classmates send his way, whispers that reveal 
how they truly feel about him floating in the air. 

“Why is he even in a hero school? He's a villain, made to be one and he 
should be locked up for the people he killed.” 

“Monster.” 

“Lab rat.” 

“He doesn't belong here.” 

At this point, he’s used to it. Even the hero society he will join looks down 
on him the same way, It used to affect him when he was younger and he 
would curl up into a ball, hiding in the corner of his room, Tears would slide 
down his face as he tried to stifle his sobs. He couldn’t show any weakness - 
his father had a reputation to keep after all. 

So he lived his life as though his past never existed, If it never happened, 
he can’t be affected by what others throw at him. 

It’s a toxic world out there, and his father has always done all he could to 
help Himura Keisuke survive in such a world. He owes it to his father to do 
all he can to preserve the image of the current number one hero, even if he 
has to go through all this. 

But then again, it’s not as though he’s alone in this journey to become the 
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All his life, Nine, now known as Himura Keisuke, has been living to uphold the reputation of 
his adopted father - the current number one hero. It's what he feels obligated to do, 
having been saved as a child from a villain's lab by that very person. And it's the only 
reason he's now the star student of his hero school, striving to be the next number one 

hero even though the journey has been far from smooth sailing. But the day comes where 
he has to decide on his hero name, and no one's around to tell him what to do. Now he 


next number one hero. 

“That was so cool!” Hasaki jogs over to him after they are dismissed, 
grinning excitedly. He gives her a nod, glancing behind at his other two 
friends, both of whom are scowling at anyone who looks at the group 
wrongly. 

“They're just jealous,” Makihara huffs, scuffing the ground with his shoe. 


has to decide for himself how he's going to take responsibility for his decisions and 
choose what kind of hero he is going to be 
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“Til beat all of them up, you don’t need to concern yourself with small fry 
like them,” Kon growls, cracking his knuckles as he glowers at anyone who 
had the misfortune of getting a bit too close. Hasaki cheers in response, 
eyes gleaming in anticipation while Makihara has a stoic face as per usual 
but Himura can tell he’s raring to go. 

“It is alright. We need not do anything. Let them do what they want. In 
the end, that is all they can do,” Himura smiles slightly, he’s glad to have 
such friends by his side. They make his time in school a whole lot better. 

His father once told him to focus on his actions rather than the actions of 
others, as that was the only thing he could change. That had become his 
golden rule, and he decided to keep a calm, logical appearance, befitting of a 
future number one hero. 

“Wonder what we're going to be doing for the theory part of today’s 
lesson,” Hasaki sighs, running a hand through her long red hair. 

“Tm not looking forward to the lesson,” Kon snorts. “I'll probably fall 
asleep out of boredom.” 

“The theory is just as important as the practical aspect of hero training 
you know. That's why your grades are so low. You only have brawn, no 
brains,” Makihara points out, dodging a fist to the face. Himura shakes his 
head, separating the two with a sigh. 

“Let us not fight here or we will be late for class.” 
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The lesson for the day is something he has been dreading since day one - 
hero names. His mood contrasts that of his classmates who are excitedly 
exchanging ideas, talking over their teacher who is trying to gain back 
control. 

“Silence!” his voice cuts through the buzz. Everyone stops, staring at him 
before looking at their teacher who quietly mutters a quick thank you before 
turning back to the class. 

“As I said, you will be deciding your hero names today. You are to write 
the name you want on the mini whiteboard provided, come up and present 
it to the class, and the teachers will decide whether to accept it or not. Hero 
names are very important, they are to convey what kind of hero you want to 
be, an identity. So think carefully about it.” 

An identity. What even was his identity? Himura stares at the blank 
whiteboard in front of him. All his life, he’s simply followed the instructions 
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of others, be the orders of his former masters or the wishes of his adopted C 
father. But what did he really want to be known for? Who did he want to be? 

For once, he finds himself having no one to turn to for answers. His 
classmates have all written something down while his whiteboard remains 
blank. He hasn't even touched the marker yet. 

This is something he will have to decide for himself. 

Your hero name belongs to you. I cannot and will not decide it for you. In 
the end, you are the hero who owns the name, not me. But you have a lot of 
time to think about it Keisuke, I’m sure you won't regret your choice. 

His father’s words ring in his head as his fingers curl around the marker. 
Glancing around, he notices that everyone has finished writing their hero 
names on their whiteboards. 

“Father, what does my name mean?” a young Himura asked softly, staring 
at the wooden boards that lined the floor beneath him. 

“Your first name, Keisuke, means ‘to save’. Just as I have saved you, I hope 
that when you grow up, you will be the one to save others who are just like 
you,” his father placed a comforting hand on his shoulders. 

“You can be a hero too.” 

“Time's up!” their teacher calls. “You are going to present to the class 
what you have chosen as your hero name and explain the reasoning behind 
it, starting with Hasaki Kiruka.” 

He simply stares at his blank whiteboard as the teacher calls his 
classmates up one by one. Luckily, he’s at the end of the class register so he 
will have just a little extra time to think of something he won't regret. 

“Himura Keisuke.” 

He jerks his head up, startled. His whiteboard is still blank, but he has to 
present something to the class. His classmates’ eyes are all fixed on him, It’s 
no surprise, he's the star student, everyone's jumping at the chance to catch 
any slip ups. 

Quickly, he scribbles the first thing he can think of and walks to the front 
of the class, wondering how he should go about explaining the rationale 
behind his choice in name. He has an image to maintain, a reputation to 
uphold. 

The teacher gives him a nod and he places the whiteboard down, 
showing the class the word hastily scribbled - Nine. 

He meets the shocked expression of the class with a steely unflinching 
gaze. His choice of hero name is controversial, but is something he doesn’t 
mind sticking to. 
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“I chose ‘Nine’ as my hero name because it is who I am,” his first line is 
already raising eyebrows, but Keisuke pushes on. 

“As you all know, it was the name given to me while I was held captive as 
a lab rat. However, my past has made me who | am today, it has shaped my 
resolve to become a hero. Therefore it is only right to acknowledge that fact 
through my hero name.” 

The more Keisuke improvises his rationale, the more he realises how 
much he wants to stick to this hero name. It was a statement to hero 
society, and once he became the number one hero, a symbol for all those 
who could empathise with him. A role model. 

“With such a name, I can show everyone that one’s past does not define 
them, that one can overcome any obstacle. One does not need to have been 
born the child of a hero to become one, nor does one need to have the best 
of backgrounds to become a hero others look up to. Just because one was 
not born to be a hero does not mean one cannot be a hero.” 

He takes a deep breath, gathering all the courage he can muster. He will 
no longer run. “If my past is all society will focus on, | will show them that I 
am not ashamed of it.” 

He can feel confidence well up in him despite the shocked looks on his 
classmates’ faces. Tension is palpable but he doesn't waver, not one bit. This 
is his resolve. 

“Was adopting him a mistake? All I've done is thrown him into a new kind 
of hell," the uypeds flant from his father’s roam into the ears. of yguttg Keisuke 
who is hiding behind the door. 5 

“His classmates all bully him, hate on him, just because he wasn't born like 
the rest of them. I don't know if this is worse than being used as a weapon, but 
to me it is. I can't keep condemning him to such a fate. What should I do? I 
can't leave him, how do I make his life better? Like I promised to?” 

“And most of all, | want to show him adopting me was no mistake,” he 
whispers to himself before bowing to the class, returning to his seat. He can 
feel the stares of his classmates on him but he ignores them, focusing on the 
teacher he has rendered speechless. 

“T-thank you Himura,” she stammers. Unlike the previous presentations, 
his receives no applause but slowly, one by one, his friends begin to clap. 
Their claps ring in the silence and he can’t help but give a small smile. 

He can’t change what others think, but to know that the three of them 
have his back is reassuring. Their support only serves to further strengthen 
his resolve to prove society wrong, to show everyone that his placing in a 
hero school was no mistake, that the choices he has made are no mistake 


He notes that the teacher hasn't said anything about his choice of hero 
name, but the lack of rejection is as much an acceptance he did not expect. 
To some extent, he knows she agrees with him, and for now, that is enough. 

“That was so brave of you!” Hasaki’s eyes sparkle with admiration. 

Makihara snorts, “I didn’t expect that, but then again it’s you we're talking 
about. The most upsetting factor in hero society.” 

Kon cracks his knuckles, “I'll beat up whoever tries anything.” 

Keisuke inclines his head in thanks before turning to face the front. He 
will be the number one hero, whether society likes it or not. But it will not 
be because he feels the pressure to as the current number one hero's son. It 
will be because it is what he wants. 

He'll keep his eyes on the future, never looking back nor to the side. 
Many people will try to tear him down but he will be the one who decides 
what he can or cannot do. 

For the ticket to the future is always blank. 


LA BRAVA 
SPOILER WARNING FOR POST GENTILE ARC 
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La Brava makes her first debut as a hero, but she's not sure if she can live up to 
the expectations thrust upon her as a new hero. In a moment of doubt, she remem- 
bers how helpless she felt when she had first been separated from Gentle Criminal, 
left heartbroken and Quirk essentially useless. However, her new friends at the hero 
agency are quick to cheer her up and remind her that, while she still has all her life 
to look for a lover, that her love for her job and her friends has activated some- 
thing new and wonderful in her powers 


When La Brava’s alarm goes off she has to lay there for a minute with her 
eyes closed, half-expecting to wake up to dark walls and the exquisite 
aroma of Gentle’s tea in the next room over, It doesn't take long for the 
incessant beeping to get on her nerves enough to get her to turn the clock 
ie 

Of course. She’s still in that lovely little studio house that agency had 
picked out for her. She doesn’t know why she'd been expecting anything 
different. 

When she puts on a kettle of water to boil and the bowI of leftover udon 
is spinning in lazy circles in the microwave, she half-expects to open up the 
kitchen cupboards to find shelves upon shelves stacked full of carefully 
packaged tea leaves again. She already knows the brew fit for such a day: a 
delicate Yunnan tea, light cream and two cubes of sugar (I thank you, La | 
Brava). But the tea isn’t there, and she reaches for a packet of instant coffee. 

(Really, she doesn’t know why she'd been expecting anything different). 

Somehow. still a little cathartic as she goes through the motions of 
stirring her drink together, pouring a little of this and that. If the hero 
agency ever decided to kick her out, she could probably make a killer barista 
somewhere. By the time she finishes her udon, her coffee still sits 
untouched where she'd made it on the counter, already verging on 
lukewarm. Briefly, La Brava contemplates leaving it like she has so many Lf 
times before, but her resolves moves her arm before the thought can fully " 
take root and she chugs the entire thing in one go, eyes closed tight against i N 
the bittersweet of betrayal for a man long removed from her life. + : 
The warmth of the coffee rests its heavy head deep within her even as La | 
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Brava steps out into the biting chill of early December and makes her way 
through the streets dusted with winter frost until she finds herself swaying 
to the turns of the subway, gazing absentmindedly out the window. 

Too much had changed. 
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“What do you mean your Quirk doesn’t work anymore?” 

La Brava shrugs bitterly, nails digging little red crescents into her palms as 
troubled murmurs break out all around her. Of course it doesn’t work 
anymore, she wants to shout. Of course it doesn’t work if you took the only 
person I've ever truly loved away from me. But La Brava bites her lip and 
watches as pro heroes and students alike discuss their options as though her 
inability to use her Quirk equated an equal inability to hear. 
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inability to use her Quirk equated an equal inability to hear. 

She would never admit it to anyone, but some tiny, vicious part of her was 
happy that she was so useless. Let the people who decided to ruin her life’s 
work feel around blindly, desperate to solve an impossible problem they had 
worked so diligently to create. 

“Are you okay?” No, she is very much not okay. She knows this voice, and 
she wishes she would never have the misfortune of hearing it ever again. 


2 6f- —__-—-- 26—- 


“Brava, are you okay?” 

La Brava blinks, a little caught off guard. To be fair, Mina’s face a foot 
away from her own would startle anyone. She manages a little laugh, 
running her hand through one of her ponytails. “Truthfully?” she 
begins, twisting to face Mina. “It's been a rough morning” 

Mina's expression softens at the confession, and the girl pulls a folding 
chair from one of the nearby spare desks to plop down right beside her. She 
rustles around in a little purse tied around her belt. “Candy?” she offers, 
shaking a half-full container of fruit gummies. “It helps.” 

“I did what my therapist said this morning,’ La Brava says as she chews on a 
lime gummy. It’s a little sour for her liking, but the bright tang of citrus is 
welcome. “Breaking associations. She said it'll help with the...memories.”” 

“That's good to hear,” Mina says gently, placing a different-flavored gummy 
into La Brava’s hand, “It’s probably so hard, all of this all at once, isn't it?” 

La Brava chews some more, thinking. “It is a lot,” she finally answers 
quietly. “But I wouldn't call it bad anymore.” 

“That's good. | remember my first day as an actual intern, y'know?” Mina 
starts. “I was so nervous about capturing an actual villain, | almost thought I 
was gonna puke!” 

“That’s gross,’ La Brava laughs, “and I’m not talking about my debut.” 
Mina’s bottom lip sticks out in a mock pout as La Brava laughs harder. 
“You're already doing better than me, then? Mina concedes dramatically, 
leaning back in her seat. “A new hero's big debut, and you're not nervous” 
“No, no I still am? La Brava says, wiping away a tear that had escaped. As the 
laughter winds down, a strangely hollow emotion takes its place. “It’s just, 
well...I've always had my sights set on following Gentle to the ends of the 
earth, and as a sidekick at that. I didn't know if I was the right person that 
the agency is asking to make society a better place with. 


“I knew what I was doing with Gentle wasn't really right, but I'd always 
figured there were worse things to do than help a man achieve a lifelong 
dream that didn’t hurt that many people. ” La Brava takes a deep breath and 
a third candy. “He's still a nice person if you really knew him. Life dealt both 
of us a bad hand, and we were blinded by the prospect of being something 
bigger. And I loved that I was so important to someone for once” 

It's strange. She can't quite put her finger on why these confessions are 
only pouring out of her now, one thought stringing after another, falling 
from some deep unknown cache much too deep inside. As strange as it is, 
the feeling is also cathartic in its own little way and suddenly La Brava feels 
so very loved sitting there in the creaky office chair, held in the 
wholehearted, sincere gaze of someone who loved her too. 

“If only I could go back and tell both of us then that the legacy we were 
chasing could have been here all along” 

Perhaps that is a bit much. Though La Brava’s tone is light, the weight of 
her words hang in the air between them, Where in the world would she be 
right then, La Brava wonders, if UA had given up on her when she had 
fought tooth and nail to refuse their help? 
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“I'm sorry our first meeting had to be a fight,” the green-haired boy says, 
extending his hand out for a friendly handshake. La Brava doesn't look at him, 
doesn't take his hand. It takes him a few seconds too long to get the hint, and 
rage seethes like some awful serpent in La Brava’s chest. 

The boy— Izuku, that was his name—fiddles with his gloves, staring at the 
ground. “I’m sorry,” he repeats, as though those two words would soothe the 
gaping wound he had single-handedly torn into La Brava. 

“That's not enough.” La Brava surprises herself with the amount of venom 
she manages to squeeze into her wavering voice. She stumbles back, glaring 
daggers as blinding fury crawls up her spine. She wants to cry. She wants to 
scream. She wants to put her hands around his neck and shake him. “You're 
the one who took my Quirk from me.” 

Izuku puts his hands up, panic creeping into his expression. “I don’t 
understand,” he stammers (of course he doesn't) as he tries to approach her 
once more. “Only Aizawa-sensei can do that, and he’s not here.” 

“You're not as smart as you try to seem.” La Brava spins and stares the boy 
right in his eyes. “Haven't you noticed my Quirk only works when I love?” 


Faintly she’s aware the volume of her voice is raising the more she gets into 
her tirade, and there are eyes on her and she hates it, but she can’t stop herself. 
“You take the only thing I've ever wanted from me, and you put me here and 
you want me to love?” 

A hysterical laugh bursts from her throat, hot and sickening. “What am I 
supposed to be loving here? You? My life?!” 

“I'm sorry,” Izuku says again. She really wants to hit him now. “But we 
won't let you give up just yet.” 

“Why can’t you just leave me alone?” La Brava doesn’t remember when she 
had begun crying, but the sting of tears in her eyes did nothing to distract her 
from the rawness of shame and despair. “Why are you forcing me to be a hero 
when there’s nothing heroic about me?” 

She dashes the pencil holder of a nearby desk onto the floor in a blind fury. 

“Look at me!” she shrieks. “Is this the face of a hero? Is it?” 

Izuku finally falls silent and La Brava falls onto the carpeted floor of the 
agency, frame shaking with quiet sobs. 

Faintly, she makes out the murmured exchange of words through the 
pounding blood through her ears, but she doesn't care enough to register what 
they’re talking about. Then there's a gentle thud as someone sits down quietly 
beside her. 

They stay like that for a very, very long time. Long enough that the others 
leave and La Brava's tears die down to soft hiccups and she's left utterly wrung 
out and miserable. 

“Candy?” 
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“You really are going to run into something if you keep spacing out like 
that,’ Mina says not unkindly as La Brava, having just snapped out of her 
train of thought, hurriedly ducks around a stray bush sticking out from the 
side of the sidewalk. “You'll do fine” 

“You keep telling me that,’ La Brava laughs. She fidgets with her bow tie 
for the umpteenth time in the past ten minutes and bites her lip. “I'll try my 
best” 

“And I keep telling you that,” Mina continues pointedly, “because you are 
so capable you've literally redefined your entire Quirk over the course of 
three months. How many people do you know can do that?” 

Mina’s grin widens when La Brava finally gives in with a grumble of 


defeated agreement. 

“But what if people recognize me?” Ice rakes its claws down La Brava's 
back as the realization hits her full force, drawing a shiver from her as the 
warmth from Mina’s previous comment dissipates. “I didn’t used to be 
exactly subtle” 

Mina stops in her tracks, turning to face her friend. “People recognize 
change most of all?’ she says earnestly. “You of all people should know the 
value of some change for the better” 

“I suppose youre right.” Further protests die before they reach La Brava's 
lips and she tries to shake off the nerves with a deep breath, jogging a few 
steps to catch up to Mina. “Got places to be, people to help. Crime waits for 
nobody.” 

“Darn straight.” Mina’s beam could light up a city. “I can’t wait to see you 
take the world by storm.” 

“Speak of the devil-“ 

Neither of them get to say anything more before a loud crash echoes 
around the street corner in front of them, Startled cries ring out amidst the 
cranky wailing of car alarms as a dark plume of smoke billows from the 
disturbance. The sight of trouble kicks La Brava’s senses up to eleven. She 
pulls the hood of her hero outfit all the way down, letting her signature 
ponytails catch the wind. When she glances back, Mina’s grin stretches ear 
to ear as she looks La Brava straight in the eyes. 

“Let's go make history.” 

La Brava returns the smile, feeling the beginnings of adrenaline begin to 
set her senses alight. Mina, already gliding far ahead on a stream of acid, 
draws some awed sounds from the few civilians milling around who aren't in 
the process of fleeing. She had missed this kind of thrill, this kind of feeling 
that she was doing something important for someone. 

No. La Brava’s pace quickens, closing the distance between herself and 
Mina. She isn’t doing it for someone anymore. She's doing it for herself. 
“You know-“ Mina’s snark somehow still manages to stand out brightly 
against all the chaos unfolding around her, “Bright midday really isn't the 
best time to be committing property damage!” 

The perpetrators are finally within sights. It's a rather 
unkempt-looking trio, two twins and a third woman. Soot smudges are 
apparent across their faces, and the two younger men have duffel bags 
tucked under their arms. It wouldn't take a genius to really guess what 
reason they had to be running. 

“You cretin!” one of the twins shouts, tossing the bag to the woman and 


reason they had to be running. 

“You cretin!” one of the twins shouts, tossing the bag to the woman and 
stamping his foot on the cracked pavement. “You blew up our only damn 
ride outta here! I didn’t sign up to tussle with heroes” 

“Never seen ‘em before, the woman retaliates, sparks crackling in her 
palms as she glares at La Brava and Mina standing before them. “Buncha 
second-rate heroes-in-training, I'll bet. They're a dime a dozen, you'll be 
fine” 

“Dime a dozen, huh?” Mina remarks conversationally. The puddle of acid 
trailing behind her sneakers sizzle menacingly, and La Brava feels a little 
bolder knowing the backup she has. “Funny. I wasn't talking about you.” 

“Oh, shit!” The taller of the twins squints at La Brava, a rather incredulous 
smirk pulling at his mouth. “Isn’t that the crazy chick from those broadcasts 
some old idiot did a while back? Didn't he get arrested, actually?” 

He spits at La Brava, a smug look settling on across his features as his 
crew snicker behind him. “So how'd you convince the cops to let you off? 
You finally put that mouth to use?” 

La Brava sees Mina’s lips press into a thin line at the crude remarks. She 
knows the comments are just to get a rise out of her, but they still sting a 
little all the same. Really, she doesn’t know why she'd been expecting 
anything different. 

“Gentle Criminal was arrested recently, yes,’ La Brava says. She blinks. 
From her peripherals, she sees Mina look at her expectantly. “As will you 
three shortly” 

“Playin’ turncoat, little girl?” the woman sneers, hoisting a bag up over 
her shoulder. “You scuttle to the heroes when you realized they had it out 
for you workin’ under the big guy?” 

La Brava takes a deep breath, steadying herself. Though every fiber of 
her body is queuing up for the inevitable fight ahead, her mind is clear for 
the first time all morning. 

“I have my own reasons for turning away from a life of crime,’ she begins 
firmly, staring the three thieves down. “I won't deny that my past actions are 
a stain, but having Gentle taken from me has made me realize that this 
society we have created around the idea of heroes and villains has driven 
many people to become exactly those things.” 

Warmth pools around her chest, spilling down to her stomach and 
spreading out from the epicenter of her very core as she continues, 
oblivious to the proud expression on Mina’s face just a few feet away. 


“I can't judge you three because I haven't met you before, but I've been in 
your shoes. | did awful things because I thought I had to. | did those things 
and justified them all for a man wronged by society time and time again. 
“It’s true. In these days where power is so rampant it hurts, it’s easy to 

overlook those who are suffering. It’s especially easy to vilify those broken 
by all the backs turned against them. But at the same time, it can’t possibly 
justify causing more grief to others” 

She's glowing. Literally, when La Brava looks down at her hands for a 
moment, she is glowing, rose-tinted smoke trailing from her clenched fists. 
She can feel her eyes gleam as she redirects her final words toward the trio 
before her who had been stunned into silence. 

“That's why I chose to be a hero. I have long since fallen from that glory. I 
don't need recognition or fame. I was lucky enough to have great friends to 
save me when | was lost, so I'm here to be the guidance both Gentle and I 
could have used years ago.” She’s ready. La Brava side steps, revealing an 
equally glowing, charged-up Mina Ashido. The other girl's eyes flash like a 
burning star as a puff of heart-shaped smoke exits her mouth and nose. 

“Lam going to improve this system,’ La Brava says, “until there is no more 
need for citizens to turn to criminal means to find what they are looking for” 
The minute the words ring out, Mina jets forward so quickly the thieves 
don't have more than a split second to react before they're each pinned 
down on the ground, shouting protests as Mina begins tying a knot at the 
end of the ropes holding them together. 

“Was that a bit much?” La Brava asks sheepishly, a little out of breath and 
still winding down from the recent high of using her Quirk. Platonic Love, as 
she had come to discover a few months ago, was just as intense an emotion 
to project as romantic. 

“Brava!” Mina wraps herself around La Brava in a tight hug. “That was 
such a moving speech! Your debut is going to be in the papers!” 

“I meant those things,’ La Brava insists, trying not to let the bashful pink 
of pride show too obviously on her cheeks, “I'm going to make a difference” 
“Of course you are,” Mina replies warmly, beaming. “You already have.” 
La Brava can live with that. It really would be interesting, she thinks, to 
begin to love the world anew. 


The two of spades: A symbol of betrayal, or an upset balance in a 
relationship; Can also represent the duality of vice and virtue, of reason and 
emotions—the need to make a choice. 

“I stand by my claim, Tobita: Every man has a tell.” 

Two pairs of boots squished through the marsh, a contrast to the grit of 
concrete so frequently underfoot. Fluttering cloaks billowed behind them 
both: onyx and topaz, gemstones vibrant amidst the swampland that 
swallowed the hero and his sidekick. 

Well. Soon-to-be sidekick. 

“What did you say his quirk was? ‘Poker Face?” Tobita looked to the 
man beside him, who's walking cane sank into wet grass with every step. 
“Perhaps he grew too reliant on it. I'm sure others are masters at 
suppressing anything that might give them away.” 

Tobita Danjuro. Better known as pro hero Earl Grey. Snowy hair and 
impeccable poise made him look well beyond his years, but he’d never 
minded. In the beginning, he’d assumed his maturity alone would earn the 
public’s respect; but it hadn't been enough, even after years of service. 
When the Hero Commission approved his request for an agency, he found 
himself accepting calls in an empty building, voice echoing across lonely 
walls. 

“Perhaps,” his partner responded, “but not this poor man. Poker Face or 
none, he’d drum his fingers on the table every time he bluffed. He masked 
it as impatience, but I caught the cues—Oh...is this the place?” 

Tobita's eyes flitted leftward. Sure enough, their target awaited: an 
abandoned, solitary house, decrepit and lurching upon swamp-softened 
foundation. 

“Looks to be.” Tobita said. “Are you ready, Sako?” 

Sako gave his cane a twirl. “Showtime.” 

Sako Atsuhiro hadn't just broken the silence of Tobita’s empty 
agency—he’d shattered it like glass under black-splashed boots and a 


CHARACTERS: CENTEE COMING Ewan Ra GOMERESS gleaming cane. Tobita had been painting his office upon Sako’s arrival; he 


SPOILER WARNING UP TO 294 was almost ashamed of his plum-smeared appearance compared to the 
SSU=M> ME-ACRY put-together visitor. Yet, the newcomer’s face revealed no judgement—just 

an expressionless mask of pearl white, lined in inky black. 

starting his own agency. However, spite his efforts, he's faced nothing but struggl in He went by ‘Mr. Compress’ : an older sidekick seeking work in an 


finding a compatible partner. Enter sidekick-hopeful Mr. Compress: past his prime in most industry that favored the young. Even so, he’d urged Tobita not to let his 
heroes' eyes, but an undeniable match for Earl Grey in technique ond flair. When a test run weak resume define him. 

mission for the duo turns ugly, the reveal of both men’s troubling pasts leads to a divisive 

suspicion in the present—anc true test becomes one of trust, loyalty, and ridiculous 


Tobita Danjuro—better known as fledgling hero Earl Grey—has just fulfilled his dream of 
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ight of hand. It seems there's a reason why magicians never reveal their secrets. j 
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“I promise, Earl Grey,” he'd said, whimsy in every word, “I will be the 
finest sidekick you could possibly imagine.” 

The woodlice-gnawed porch creaked as they reached the door. Tobita 
knocked with a gloved knuckle, careful against the urchins of splintering 
wood. A shift of his weight. 

Silence. 

“Do you gamble frequently, Sako?” 

“I have a beautifully scripted answer for this,” Sako cleared his throat, 
feigning melodramatic shock. “Ahem, card games? Never. Card tricks? My 
specialty!” And like magic they appeared, a spread of candy-cane playing 
cards, face-down. “Pick a card.” 

“So, your script includes stage direction?” Tobita scoffed, drawing a 
card. A two of spades greeted him, and he slipped it back into the deck. 
“Distract Earl Grey then exit stage left?” 

“Stage right, actually.” Sako returned to shuffling, and Tobita watched 
intently. 

“What's that look for?” 

“Simply eyeing for your tell,” Tobita smirked. “If I catch you drumming 
those fingers, I'll be privy to your tricks, correct?” 

“Earl Grey. This is workplace harassment—” 

A squeak of hinges, and both men looked to the thinly gapped door. One 
paint-winged eye peered back. 

“Whatever you're sellin’, we don’t want it,” its owner said curtly. 

“My apologies!” Tobita said quickly, Sako's cards evaporating into an 
ice-blue marble. 

“We've nothing to sell. Just two heroes on official business!” 

“Earl Grey, innit?” The door opened a bit more, revealing buzzed locks 
beneath a vibrant orange headband, a bell-adorned bracer on one forearm, 
and two disdainful eyes. “I don't know the other one.” 

“Mr. Compress,” Sako said with a bow. “Earl Grey's sidekick. Er, well, 
mid-audition.” 

A sudden voice from inside. “Who is it, Yu—” 

“Codenames,” the doorman cut him short. “It’s a couple's heroes.” 

A second head appeared behind the first. Dark curls spilled over that 
same headband, glass-hued eyes lined with that same smoky wing. 

“We're not here to cause trouble,” Tobita said. “We were just asked to 
investigate some suspicious activity in the area.” 

“Sounds like a detective’s job,” the first man spat, “not some circus 
performers who call themselves heroes.” 


“Arrow, let’s be courteous,” soothed the glass-eyed man. Arrow shifted 
grumpily, revealing his other arm: a crossbow woven in skin and bone. 

“Every hero I've met?” Arrow said. “Just a firecracker gettin’ off on 
collateral damage.” 

“My God, no! I swear, we’re—Oh!” Tobita dipped into his pocket. “Look, 
we have a warrant, it’s more than official—” 

“Hold out your hand, Earl Grey?” 

Tobita’s brows furrowed. “Pardon?” 

“Td prefer some mutual trust over a piece of paper,” the glassy-eyed one 
said. A mousy man behind him stepped forward, eyes enormous saucers 
against his eyeliner. 

“Would you be okay with Past Life scanning your work history?” 

“Sc...scanning?” 

“You know Sir Nighteye? Think of Past Life’s quirk as an antithesis to 
his. Just a peek into your past; if you've nothing to hide, there should be no 
harm done.” 

“And if you're tricking us with a lethal quirk?” Sako stepped in, “I’m sure 
you don’t mind me readying for defense?” 

“Not at all,” The man twisted a stray curl. “I did say mutual trust. Let's 
both earn our share.” 

Sako’s hand settled on Past Life's shoulder, ready to compress him in an 
instant. With a swallow, Tobita extended his hand, and Past Life took it in 
his own. Doe-like eyes went blank. Every man stood silent. Finally, depth 
trickled back into Past Life’s vision. 

“He's clean.” 

Tobita sighed in relief, but then the small hand reached for Sako. “Now 
you, please.” 

“Oh,” Sako, still ever-poised, offered a hand. “My pleasure.” 

Sako’s gloved palm slipped into Past Life’s, and the eyes fogged again, 
expression slack. Another lull, every ear awaiting Past Life’s approval. 
What they got instead was a lightning beam of shock. 

“Let them in,” Past Life demanded, color zapping back to his eyes. 

“He’s clean?” The first man cocked an eyebrow. 

“Let them in.” 

A stunned nod before the unnamed man turned, Past Life and Arrow 
tailing behind. Tobita and Sako shared a glance—then followed at a 
cautious distance. 


The shack’s interior was only marginally more put-together: heat-hazed 
candles made up for a lack of electricity, rafters bare and brittle overhead. 
The most glaring disrepair was in the floorboards below them: Tobita could 
feel his cape snagging on every loose splinter in the wood. 

“Your reputation must precede you,” Tobita whispered. “Did you forget 
something on your resume?” 

“Are you saying my resume didn’t already spark showstopping awe? 
Speaking of which...” Sako’s hand rose: crisp between his fingers, a two of 
spades. “...[s this your card?” 

“Tl be damned...” Tobita said, plucking the playing card in shock. “How'd 
you manage this? You must've cheated.” 

Sako’s footsteps paused, and Tobita followed the cue of sound, still 
scrutinizing the spades. 

“No reply, hm?” Tobita’s joking eyes lifted as he pocketed the card. 
“Have I caught you red-hande—” The first thing he saw was Sako’s mask, 
expressionless but frozen. Confused, Tobita followed his partner's gaze; 
took in the dusty pink blossoms, the glint of polished gold, the flawlessly 
maintained butsudan...featuring a shockingly infamous face. 

“Is that...” Tobita looked to the four men before them, the homage of 
their outfits finally clear. “...the Peerless Thief?” 

“Indeed,” their leader said, glass-glazed eyes locking on Sako, “and he’s 
finally come home.” 

Perplexed, Tobita turned to his partner, then back to the men. “Mr. 
Compress? I assure you, my sidekick is not the long-dead Peerless Th—” 

“Your sidekick’s a direct descendent of Harima,” A new face, long hair 
fashioned of stony tresses. “Past Life saw him! In your friend’s lineage!” 

“I—You can look as far back as our ancestry?” Tobita struggled to follow. 
“I was under the impression this was just job history!” 

“We needed a grasp on your reputation,” The leader's tone was calm, but 
those eyes were still dancing. “Past Life just happened to spot a miracle 
along the way.” 

“Miracle!” Tobita scoffed. “If anything, your dear Past Life has exposed 
himself as nothing but a fraud—” 

“You obstructed a rescue in your teens. Through unauthorized quirk 
usage.” Past Life’s voice. A near-murmur. But enough to turn Tobita’s 
blood cold. 

“The victim was hospitalized because of your carelessness,” Past Life 
continued. “You had to fight to earn a license after that. And you 
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overcame, except...” Those big eyes drifted to Sako, and Tobita’s stomach 
lurched. “...Earl Grey, was your past never public knowledge?” 

Tobita’s mouth felt bone-dry, and he wished he were back in his empty 
office, sipping tea to the scent of drying paint. 

“Proof that Harima’s views are true,” the leader said, hands clasped. 
“That the title of ‘hero’ is given far too freely.” 

“I—" Tobita looked to Sako, face unreadable behind that mask. He 
wanted so badly to crack the eggshell with his own hands, watch Sako's 
expression ooze free like yolk—but Tobita found himself paralyzed thinking 
of what he’d find. 

“You can atone,” their leader continued. “Renounce this flawed 
‘heroism.’ Join us in reviving the Peerless Thief's will. For with his kin at 
our side...it’s more attainable than ever.” 

“He would never...” Tobita shook his head, though it only dislodged more 
sloshing unease. “W-will never—" 

“To refuse, however, I'm afraid we'd all be quite insulted...” 

“Mr. Compress,” Tobita’s eyes shot to his unmoving sidekick. “Please 
make them stop this.” 

“Be it Stone, who can turn you into solid rock with a five-second stare...” 

“Compress, they'll listen to you, just...say something!” 

“Arrow and Past Life, whom you've already met...” 

“Sako!” 

“And of course, yours truly: Mirror,” The frightened hero looked back, 
catching the leader's cryptic smile. “With a snap of my fingers, I can reflect 
any damage done unto me right back onto any man I touch.” 

“Are you...threatening us?” 

“Mutual trust, Earl Grey,” Mirror grinned, glassy eyes sparkling. “Just 
letting you know—honestly—where you stand.” 

Grit-toothed silence. For a moment, it seemed no man even breathed. 

“All this...for my great-great grandfather?” 

Finally, Sako’s voice. Relief flooded Tobita as he looked Sako’s way, his 
partner seemingly coming to his senses— 

“Why,” Sako chuckled, “it’s almost flattering.” 

Tobita’s smile dropped. 

“S-Sako—" 

“Til be frank, I was unsettled at first,” Sako continued, “but knowing you 
side with Harima, an inspiration I've hidden since youth—” 


Si 


NTTTIIN TON NS TOT TINT IN TNT AN ENT NONI INOW ITIP 


“You can't be serious!” Tobita said, stunned. “They want you to 
renounce heroism, and you're not even putting up a fight?” 

“Please forgive my lovely assistant, he hasn't considered every aspect of 
this.” 

“Assistant?” 

Sako whirled to Tobita, tone finally snapping. “Hero society has made 
me nothing but ashamed of my lineage. Can't say I'm against someone 
finally embracing me for it!” 

Once again, Tobita was speechless. His hand met Sako’s arm—and 
Arrow’s crossbow took aim. Leaping back, Tobita blasted a membrane of 
elasticized air just in time, Arrow’s bolts rebounding loudly. 

“Oh, that’s not necessary,” Sako spoke up, but Tobita was breathing too 
hard to hear. His attention had redirected to Stone, who eyed him, 
unblinking. How many seconds did his quirk take to activate? Ten? Five? 

He wasn’t about to stay and find out. 

Boots thundering against hole-worn ground, Tobita barreled through 
the nearest door, flinging it shut behind him. He'd hoped for a room with a 
window—but this seemed a storeroom-turned-bedroom, barren besides a 
wall clock, moth-gnawed mattress, and a few scattered knickknacks. No 
window in sight. 

“Please, he’s my partner,” Tobita whirled sharply at Sako's voice, cloak 
snagging on a jagged divot in the wood. “Perhaps I can make him see 
reason.” 

“You'll only be killed in some ‘heroic’ conquest!” Arrow countered as 
Tobita yanked himself free. “Ain’t gonna happen!” 

“You forget that Harima’s platform wasn’t just to take, but to give,” Sako 
said. “Aren't you above these false heroes, enough to give a second chance? 
Or are you mindless killers also?” 

An answering chorus of “no’s,” and the door creaked open. Over Sako’s 
shoulder, it was not Stone's eyes that greeted Tobita, but the glassy irises of 
Mirror. 

Sako’s masked gaze combed the room, from cracked ceiling to ragged 
floor, before turning to the cult. “You're welcome to stand in the doorway, 
if you're worried about any funny business.” 

“From him? Yes,” Mirror finally spoke. “From the Peerless Thief reborn? 
Also yes,” The leader’s hand settled between Sako’s shoulder blades, 
assured and comforting—a sharp contrast to the cornered, helpless Earl 
Grey. “The difference is, yours will be for the right cause.” 
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Sako nodded. Stepped forward. Tobita’s final shield of distance was 
stabbed clean through. 

The wood creaked under Tobita’s feet, rotten honeycomb threatening to 
plunge him into the crawl space below. But his eyes were glued to Sako, 
the man’s invincible grace sending chills down his spine. 

“Sako, I’m not here to judge you for your past,” Tobita said, Past Life’s 
words stirring guiltily in his stomach. “God knows I don’t have that right. 
But...all our joking this morning, I never thought you'’d—” 

“Card tricks and gambling tales,” Sako cut him off. “All that rambling of 
tells, seems to me you're just awful at spotting them.” 

One hand poised for defense, Tobita fished in his coat pocket, searching 
for a miracle. The crumpled warrant...and the chill of the two of spades. 
He withdrew his hand. 

And swallowed. 

“I...” he let out a breath. “I really did think you'd be the one, Sako.” 

“Because we're both showmen,” Sako shrugged off the sentiment. “But 
me...I think I've been cast in the wrong role.” 

Tobita looked up as Sako’s hand met his shoulder. Face wrinkling in 
revulsion, the hero smacked the betrayer’s hand aside, but it only found his 
shoulder again. Tobita could only glare—that damned heartless mask, 
face-to-face with him now. 

“I know my calling,” Sako said, “and it’s with these trailblazers.” 

The gloved fingers drummed against his shoulder. 

“With Harima.” 

Another drum of fingers against his shoulder. Abrupt realization pricked 
at Tobita’s spine. 

“I know this twist might've convinced you otherwise.” Sako’s drumming 
stopped with a gentle squeeze, and Tobita finally understood. “But I just 
need you to trust me.” 

The card in his pocket burned like fire—but instead of a death 
sentence, it had become a lifeline. He looked at Sako’s mask, softer now, 
spades of black drifting gently through pure white. 

A single quiet nod. 

The gloved hand tapped his shoulder, and Tobita’s world vanished. An 
orb of glassy walls. Rushing air. He uncurled upon a blanket of dust, the 
hole-worn floor now above his head, pin pricking light across his skin. 

The crawl space. He'd compressed and thrown him, straight through the 
rotten wood. 
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And now, four enraged cultists were stampeding overhead. 

“Sako!” Tobita shouted. His palms shot upward, wood melting to rubber 
under his fingers. Another reach, and Tobita brushed against the brick 
foundation, transforming the walls as well. Sako had already proven 
himself quite the magician—hopefully, he was also one hell of an acrobat. 

“What the—” Arrow shouted, steps stumbling overhead. Sure enough, 
one figure had started cleanly springing about the room, and judging by the 
cultists’ reactions, it certainly wasn’t any of them. 

“I can't keep an eye on him!” Stone yelled as Tobita rolled over, gloved 
hands prying at a hole in the floorboards. 

“And I can't land a damn shot—” Arrow's words halted with a burst of 
noise, the same Tobita heard when Sako first compressed him. “Past Life!” 
“So brutal to a descendent of Harima!” Sako’s voice bounced about as 
Tobita wrenched a second hand through the gap. “Talk about killing your 

darlings.” 

“You're no darling of ours!” Stone hissed. “Harima would be disgusted by 
you!” 

“Good thing I inherited his acrobatic skill then, hm? Else we'd both be 
rolling in our graves!” 

The rubber room quaked. Tobita forced an arm above. Other hand 
straining, he worked his head through the hollow, just in time to see Sako 
seize the newly-compressed Arrow. 

Stone turned his glare to the clock, snatching as it morphed to solid 
rock. A discus-like fling that just missed Sako—the clock ricocheted wildly, 
clattering to a stop against the mattress. 

Elastic wood at his chest now, a stunned grin pulled at Tobita’s face as 
Sako bubbled the distracted Stone. In mere minutes, they'd reduced four 
men to one. Now all they had to do was— 

Sako dove for Mirror, who stood shockingly unfazed, fingers poised. And 
Tobita suddenly remembered that pat on the back, a single touch from the 
mirror-quirked man— 

“Sako, don’t!” 

Asnap of Mirror's fingers. Sako withdrew his hands just in time, 
tumbling to the ground. Tobita strained against his confines, watching as 
Mirror's glassy eyes—sharp with fury—locked on his sidekick. 

“You're lucky your lovely assistant is so observant!” Mirror said as Sako 
rose to wobbly legs. “I touched you, traitor. Right before you came in. 
Now any damage you do to me harms you just the same.” 


“You think I'm scared to compress myself?” Sako countered. 

“Even if you do compress us both, removing yourself from the marble 
will free me as well.” Tobita could almost see Sako’s masked face fall. “Until 
I snap my fingers again, you can't touch me.” 

“Your quirk...it prevents you from harming me as well,” Compress 
attempted to stand his ground, as Mirror confidently crossed the room. 
“So, it’s inevitable. Sever the bond, and let’s be done with this.” 

Mirror paused beside the now-settled stone clock, exhaling as he 
readied a resigned snap. 

“I guess I can humor one last request...for Harima’s bastard kin.” 

A flash of glassy eyes, the jangle of bell-laced wrists, and the clock was 
flying, bursting into the roof. A sickening groan of architecture, before an 
avalanche of debris tumbled towards Sako, Tobita still caught helplessly in 
the floorboards, 

Suddenly, his hands were young, trembling, frantic—and once again, that 
wall of elastic air rushed from Earl Grey's fingertips. 

The landslide rebounded against the disc, inches from Sako’s head. 
Before anyone could respond, the wreckage slammed onto Mirror's poised 
arm, and Tobita paled as Mirror's cry was smothered by Sako's own, arm 
pinning under an invisible weight. 

Dear God...the two were still tethered. 

“Sako!” Tobita shouted, clawing until he finally tore from the stretched 
planking. Stumbling to Mirror, the frantic hero snatched the villain’s free 
wrist. “Sever the bond,” Tobita demanded, “or I'll destroy everything 
dedicated to your precious Harima! I mean it!” 

A pain-laced laugh. “Might as well,” Mirror spat. A single snap, sharp in 
the air, and dancing eyes flitted over Tobita’s shoulder. “The damage is 
already done.” 

“No...” Tobita squeezed his eyes shut, terrified of what waited behind 
him: another failed rescue, immortalized in crushed arms, legs, body— 

“Oh, dear. That was expensive.” 

Confused eyes flew open, and Tobita toppled backwards at the sight of 
Sako, who hastily swiped Mirror into a marble. Baffled, Tobita scanned his 
partner for injury—nearly fainting at the sight of an empty coat sleeve. 

“Oh!” Sako looked to Tobita, gesturing wildly with his remaining arm. 
“No, don't worry, this wasn't your doing!” Sako bounded to a still-pinned 
metal arm, left on the ground. A detached prosthetic...and its wearer, 
unharmed. 
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“Lost my arm in a villain attack years back,” Sako said, nudging the 
crushed limb with his foot. “A round of applause for this understudy, 
though. It served well. And speaking of applause—” Sako whirled around. 
“What is the sound of one hand clapping? Because you, my friend, deserve 
a standing ovation!” 

“What?” Tobita shook his head. “No, that was entirely you—were it not 
for wild luck, I—" 

“Luck or none, your quick thinking and teamwork? Impeccable,” Sako 
said. “Especially when I couldn’t properly communicate...I’m...sorry I had to 
frighten you like that.” 

“No, no, Sako,” Tobita stopped him, drawing a deep breath. “Mr. 
Compress, you...you're a more compatible sidekick than I ever thought 
existed. Our quirks and personalities, why, they fit like a glove!” 

“..But,..my ties to Harima?” 

A quiet sigh. A gentle smile. “Your past doesn’t make you any less of a 
hero, Sako,” Tobita said. “...Believe me.” Every drop of coldness had melted 
from Sako's mask. Tobita could practically see the smile beaming straight 
through, and it warmed him just the same. It seemed he and Mr. Compress 
were going to get along just fine. 

“So!” Sako finally broke in. “We’ve some errands now?” 

“Indeed! First to the police, then whoever repairs your arm...” A sudden 
familiar longing danced in Tobita’s head, and he chuckled. “Silly 
question...is the arm more urgent than a quick cup of tea?” 

“Depends,” Sako rubbed his chin in exaggerated thought, “am I the one 
paying?” 

“I'd say my treat, but...” Tobita yanked out his near-empty pockets, 
chuckling at the playing card that poked free—the duo of black spades 
gleamed back, two souls perfectly aligned. “Perhaps a friendly wager?” 

“Me? A gambling man? Never,” Sako gasped jokingly, taking the card as 
Tobita offered it, “But for you? I'll make an exception.” 

Tobita grinned as Sako plucked a marble from his pocket—the flurry of 
playing cards filled his hand yet again, a wing of red-white feathers set for 
flight in Sako’s fingers. 

“Go ahead, Earl Grey,” his new sidekick grinned. “Pick a card.” 


The street was silent. Not another person was along the block other than 
a single girl who was casually on her phone. She was a pretty, brown haired 
girl who looked pretty plain to the average person. She leaned back against 
a closed shop building momentarily, humming to herself as she waited for 
something to happen.Her waiting did not last long thankfully. Out of 
nowhere, a bright blue haired man with a mask suddenly turned down the 
long, empty street. He was holding a giant bag over his back and his front 


‘Can't you tell?” the figure in front of the villain mused, “I'm you!” The 
girl's new form instantly copied the villain's quirk and shot metal cables 
“problem child" as an intern recently. Jin shows Himiko the ups and forward, perfectly restraining him and tangling up his own cables. They 
downs of being a hero, explains how to be the best hero you can coiled around his figure securely but not enough to choke him or harm him. 

be, as well as what a hero's priority number one is 


Twice is a prohero busy running his own agency. He's brought in a 
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“Well done, Himiglobin!!” Twice cheered. He rushed towards the one 
trapping the villain and gave her a prideful high five. “I see you used your 
classmate for a decoy this time, smart thinking!” 

“Really, you think so?” she asked in the villain's much lower voice. 

“Definitely! Now loosen up those wires just a little so I can cuff him 
please.” 

“Got it,” the girl, Himiko, gave a thumbs up and did as told before barely 
loosening the cables. Twice reached through and carefully cuffed the 
perpetrator before looking back. Sirens clearly sounded down the main 
street connected to the end of the block signalling police approaching. 
“Alright, I got it from here. You can let him go and take off that unpleasant 
look.” 

Himiko quickly did as told and stepped back. Twice tossed her a small 
bag before grabbing the villain by the neck and cuffs, “You try anything 
funny, and you're gonna’ get pounded to a pulp by my clones, got it?” 
Although his words were threatening, he spoke with such a kind voice as he 
pulled the villain along to the main street. 

This gave Himiglobin a moment of privacy to let her latest appearance 
melt away to reveal a beautiful, blonde girl who looked around the age of 16. 
The second the slime had completely slipped off of her, she was taking her 
extra gear out of the bag Twice had tossed her which was a zip-up vest and 
a skirt with shorts underneath. At the bottom was her pocket knife and first 
aid belt (as a 16 year old, she was not permitted to use knives in a fight but 
only in rescue missions). 

As she attached her belt, police arrived with a villain detainment vehicle. 
“Perfect timing!” the Double Hero cheered excitedly, happily trotting up. 
“Here ya’ go, fellas! 1 gotta’ go check on the citizens back down the street so 
you handle him for me?” The masked hero pulled the bag off the villain 
before walking back down the street with Himiko at his heel. 

“You got the stuff he stole?” 

“Yep! Now to make sure the sidekicks got everyone who was injured 
cared for. That villain, Haku, caused a lot of damage during my fight with 
him. Remember, their physical well-being isn’t the only thing that matters- 
They're mental well-being matters too so, ya’ know, calm down still crying 
kids and reassure the owners and customers that they're safe now. Got it?” 

“Yes, sir!” the teenager responded energetically, giving a mini-salute to 
show she was ready to follow orders. The second they were back to the 
store the robber had trashed, Himiko went on in to assess the situation 


while Twice went over to his other sidekick to ask if he got the injured guy 
into an ambulance. 

However, before he could say a word, a news reporter was in his face 
instantly with a mic, “Double Hero Twice, it’s said that the second you got 
on the scene, you purposely ran the villain away! Why is that? Do you not 
think that would prolong the arrest or risk him escaping?” 

“Ah, well...” Jin paused for a moment before pulling up his mask and 
smiling directly at the camera. “I understand a lot of people tend to think 
my evade-and-attack strategy can be a little extra work- even tricky! But I 
find it to be the best way to keep others safe.” 

“Are you saying arresting people immediately isn’t the safest way to do 
things?” 

“I'm not saying that, but more like... well... I've seen enough bad 
accidents, and even been in a few myself, to know getting the danger away 
is the most important thing. Normal citizens don’t need to be exposed to 
such frightening things if we can help it... Something a lot of heroes ignore 
is mental wellbeing too, seeing painful things on the news all the time isn't 
good, that’s why you guys also report on the good and happy things, right? 
Everyone does their part to refresh the day.” 

“Refresh the day? Can you elaborate, Twice?” the new lady pressed 
further. 

“Ya’ know! Like,” Jin glanced over to his sidekick before looking back at 
her, making a wavy hand motion. “Like, a reset from a situation. You see 
something, it gets taken out of sight, and someone else comes to give you 
good news that things are okay. Like that.” 

“I see, well-” 

“I- I'd love to continue talking but I'm afraid civilians are just a tad more 
important than an interview. But I'll be sure to come back in a minute if 
you'd like!” Jin gave a big thumbs up before pulling his mask back down and 
slipping away from the camera. 

Before the reporter could get a chance to speak, he went inside the 
blocked off store with his sidekick and began asking about the state of 
civilians. As they talked, the hero did his best prop back up certain stands in 
the store and even picked up the entire produce shelf. In the end, there had 
only been one injury worth getting hospitalized over and others had only 
gotten superficial from tripping or from the villain’s wires whipping around. 
That was rather relieving for the hero so he wasted no time in speaking with 
some citizens still around and telling them he was glad they were okay and 
asking if a few would mind giving reports to the police for the records. 


Near the end, he found Himiko near the back of the convenient store 
helping a woman get her things all together now that her baby had stopped 
crying. The woman thanked the young intern before leaving, causing her to 
beam with pride. 

“You did good, Himiglobin,” Twice said from behind. 

The blonde quickly spun around and her smile widened, “You think so?!” 

“I know so, you were amazing. Both in the fight and here... | think we're 
all wrapped up, so, we can head back to the agency to do paperwork.” 

Instantly, Toga deflated and pouted, “That's not fun~” 

“Well, being a hero isn’t always fun, now is it?” Bubaigawara mused, 
pointing towards her. “Plus, you should start learning how to do this 
paperwork that you gotta’ submit after every incident.” 

“I guess not,” the teenager huffed, following Twice out of the store and 
towards the agency. The news crew was already into interviewing 
witnesses who were willing so the hero and intern were able to slip away 
with ease. 

They walked in silence for a while, Twice waving to citizens who 
recognized him. However, about ten minutes before they reached the 
agency, Himiglobin spoke up, “I have a question.” 

YeSt: 

“Do you really trust that strategy you brought up in the interview?” 

“What strategy?” Jin asked curiously. 

“Evade-and-attack.” 

“Of course,” the older one mused. “You avoid causing more damage that 
way. You take things elsewhere and take away the civilians’ stress and you 
even lower the risk the civilians are in... People are always arguing over 
what's the most important priority for a hero: how many they save, how 
many they arrest, what's their approval rating, and so on. So, what do you 
think is the biggest thing a hero should do?” 

The girl blinked for a moment, thinking of all the training she’s ever 
experienced from her school and the Twice agency. “Hmm, I suppose it 
would be saving the most people?” 

“I would say yes and no to that answer,” Jin said with a prideful smile 
under his mask. 

“What?! How am I right and wrong?” Toga crossed her arms with a 
frustrated look. 

“In my opinion, priority number one is happiness... a community's 
happiness or a person’s happiness to be exact. Let’s say I kept the fight in 
that store and arrested Haku there. I would likely save the same amount of 


civilians and arrest the villain, but imagine the damage. Physically, that store 
gets destroyed completely. Mentally, civilians experience an even more 
traumatic experience. That doesn’t bring as much happiness as a less 
damaged store and no fight in sight,” Twice explained, moving his hands as 
he spoke. 

“Ohhh,” Himiglobin looked up at Twice in surprise. “You... think of the 
outcome that would bring the most peace.” 

“I do... just as I did today, I did the same with you. People were scared of 
what your quirk would need to be activated. They were scared of your past 
school records. They were afraid because they wouldn't consider the 
possibilities. But I thought differently about you, Himiglobin.” Twice 
reached over and patted her head tenderly. “I thought that you would be 
another great hero to bring people joy. I thought showing people you 
actually are a great person would bring others peace of mind. And, most of 
all, | thought about your happiness.” 

Jin stopped speaking for a moment, trying to bring his thoughts back 
around to the main point, “I considered what will bring the most happiness 
when I choose strategies. And helping someone get a second chance at a 
future held a lot of potential in my eyes. So, moving forward, just as 
someone thought I had the potential to bring people happiness and safety, 
and I thought you had the potential to bring people happiness and safety, I 
want you to focus on that. Bright futures shine a lot brighter than someone's 
shadowed past.” 

The hero glanced down at his intern and went wide-eyed. The young girl 
had tears swelling up in her eyes. “Hey- Wait, are you okay?!” 

“Y- Yeah,” Himiko whimpered softly. “I- I'm just really thankful. I’m 
thankful you believed in me, especially when no one else would. Y- You're a 
really amazing mentor, Twice.” The young girl sniffled and wiped her eyes 
as they continued to talk. 

“Oh, you don't need to say any of that. Having you as my intern is all I 
need,” Twice reassured, frantically shaking his hands as if brushing off her 
compliments. 

“No, really,” the girl smiled then, looking up at her hero with an eased 
expression. “You make me so happy, you're the perfect hero.” 

The older one didn't respond immediately, realizing she was being 
unbelievably sincere. Gently, he patted her back and replied, “Thank you, 
Himiglobin. You're a pretty amazing hero too.” 
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Chisaki Kai is a top surgeon (not all heroes wear capes), excelled well beyond his 

years due to his mixture of traditional techniques and the use of his quirk. One day, 

he is faced with a patient whose quirk damage Is too extensive to repair. Defeated 

for the first time and confused as to why and how he could possibly lose someone, 

he retires to a bar. There. an off duty Pro Hero who has also had a bad day tries 
to talk some sense into him. 


Room four. Severe third-degree burns covering seventy-five percent of 
the body. Acute burn care complete by trauma unit. The patient is stable. 
Full-thickness skin graft required for the face and throat to prevent 
contracture. 

Child's play. 

It’s nothing the ‘most accomplished surgeon of his generation’ can't fix. Kai 
tucks the file beneath his arm and heads down the hallway, tugging the 
mask beneath his chin back over his mouth. He inhales the chemical scent 
of the sterile fluid coating every inch of the corridor and gazes into the 
windows of private rooms occupied by Pro Heroes as he passes them. Skin 
graft, flap surgery, tissue expansion, more skin grafts plus microsurgery, 
burns, broken bones, ruptured lung. Injuries, disease, the list of cases he 
tends to never ends. Not that he minds, of course, why would he have 

re it not something he enjoyed? The workings of 
the body and experimentation upon it have always been fascinating to him, 
moreso when he realised that he was gifted with the power to cure people 
of their ails. 


achievement that 
n to bring it 


patient slip away 

many are aware of—predominantly becaus 
up—and whilst most respect his work and po 
are less praising. Kai has heard the whispers about him here and there—in 
the staff room, at the nurses’ station, between the administration 
staff—stupid people voicing their stupid opinions on his bedside demeanour 


and the w s himself with his co-workers. So what if he 
blunt and to the point—why would anyone want a doctor who beats around 
the bush and waxes vague when lives are hanging in the balance? 

It’s all crap. They're just jealous. 

Kai stops outside the final door on the left-hand 
checks the file again, notes the name of the patient, his 
his last reported vitals. Pro Hero Dabi: Todoroki Tou 
Fabulous—another stuck up young hero to deal with. What fun. He doesn’t 
know all that much about this hero, only that he’s relatively new to the 
scene and likely reached his good standing because of his father’s influence. 
What a cherished sort of life it must be to be cushioned by nepotism. Kai 
can’t stand those sorts; not when he had to work himself ragged to claw his 
way out of the gutter 


f the corridor and 


The surgeon sighs to himself and pushes open the door, feeling the 
pleasantly cool, filtered air wash over his head from the ventilation system 
above. It’s a room dedicated to fixing the more difficult cases, those that 
require Kai’s particular brand of repair, all kitted out with sound-proofing, 
wipe-down walls and restraints, should the patient need to be kept still. He 
turns his gaze to the figure propped up in the bed. If he was capable of 
feeling sympathy he might offer some to the poor man, he really does look 
in an absolute state. 

The majority of his lanky frame is covered in bandages and gauze, stark 
white compared to the scraps of ash-stained white fluff atop his head. He’s 
hooked up to numerous machines and pumps and drips that aim to 
rehydrate his scorched body. The only part of him that looks relatively 
unscathed is his eyes; two pretty, clear blues staring out of the mess that 
has become his body. So, this must be him—one of the Todoroki offspring. 
Kai wrinkles his nose beneath the surgical mask covering the lower half of 
his face. 


“Good afternoon, Todoroki-san,” Kai greets, slipping the file into the 
holder at the end of the bed. “I'm-” 
“A doctor, whatever,” the young man retorts. His voice is barely a rasp 


but something about his tone and the way his eyes narrow tell Kai that he’s 
going to be a difficult patient. The young hero is dismissive too, which irks 
him, “And my name ain't ‘Todoroki-san’, it's Dabi.” 

Kai has to hold back a snort. “That seems a little morbid, considering 
your injuries.” 

Dabi’s eyes crinkle a little at the edges, pulling the raw skin beneath his 
eyes above the bandages, just for a second. The skin looks violently red, 
almost purple. They must be terribly painful but it doesn’t look like Dabi 
finds them all that bothersome. “Yeah, well. I've always had rather miserable 
sensibilities.” 

The doctor snorts and fixes his gaze on Dabi’s crystal clear eyes. They 
narrow again, gleam. There’s something off about them. He isn’t the typical 
Pro-Hero, the sort who will grin and bear their injuries even if their arms are 
hanging on by a thread. No, this guy looks terribly grumpy and seems rather 
rude from the offset. Kai clears his throat. “We'll need to discuss your 
treatment.” 

“I don't really care what it is you do—just do it quickly,” Dabi huffs, curling 
his scorched upper lip. “I have to get back to work or I'll lose my spot in the 
weekly rankings.” 


Kai raises a brow. “I think your wellbeing is a little more important than 
the hero rankings.” 

“I think I can decide what's best for me,” the hero retorts, shaking his 
head. He even has the audacity to roll his eyes at Kai, as if he’s just here to 
hinder him. It makes the surgeon’s eye twitch in annoyance. “Just patch up 
what you gotta and let me get on with my day. People to save, places to be.” 

With a curt nod, Kai sets his folder down and turns away to cleanse his 
hands. ‘People to save’—as if he’s not doing exactly the same thing. Heroes 
can be so smug. When he is finished, he turns and moves closer to the 
hospital bed. Two nurses join them in the room and go about their business, 
checking all the tubes and wires settled in Dabi’s flesh are still in place, 
checking vitals and monitors, just to see if everything is good to go, Kai 
flexes his fingers and gestures to one of the nurses. 

“Draw the curtains,” Kai orders sharply, He peers down at the bandages 
covering Dabi's body and grimaces beneath the mask. It’s going to be quite 
the job to put him back together, likely a complete overhaul. Which means, 
unfortunately, that this might get rather messy. 

The nurse nods and rushes to drag the curtain around the bed, blocking 
it from prying eyes in the hallway. The material, a thick, wipe-down plastic, 
should also be useful for catching any errant stains. When the curtain has 
been secured in place, the nurse washes his hands and heads back over to 
Kai, pulling his mask back into place. Dabi looks suitably bored the entire 
time, almost like he couldn't care less about the severe burns over his entire 
body. Almost like he’s used to it. 

“You wanted quick, so we'll be quick,” Kai states flatly. He raises a hand so 
Dabi can see, more out of courtesy rather than care. “I'm going to use my 
quirk to repair you. I'll need to touch you to do that. Is that okay?” 

Dabi purses his wrecked lips. “Yeah, yeah. Do whatever you need. Just 
hurry up.” 

The hero's behaviour is really getting on his nerves now, so Kai simply 
nods and rests his fingertips against an exposed piece of skin on his 
shoulder. 

“This might hurt,” Kai informs him, just as he activates his quirk. 

“Huh-?” 

It’s quick, but Kai is glad for the soundproof walls. The thick curtain 
catches the majority of the destruction, with only a moderate amount of 
spatter oozing across the floor beneath it. Kai clicks his tongue, 
ever-disgusted by the mess that a body can make in a state of disrepair. He 
keeps fracturing and peeling and unravelling, until the thing left in the bed 


could barely be called human at all. Only when he's taken Dabi completely 
apart, does he begin to piece him back together. Guts, flesh, fluid—all 
returns and reconstructs, this time with Kai’s own perfections made in the 
process. He scrubs away the burns and grazes, fixes a broken rib, washes 
away the signs of smoke damage to his lungs. Taking something broken and 
putting it back together without a single trace of damage, why it is enough 
to make one feel like a god. 

It’s no wonder Kai has such an ego. 

Dabi gasps as the final pieces of him click back into place and Kai draws 
his fingers away, The hero pants, collapsing to the bed in a heap as the 
nurses try to calm him down. It’s an unpleasant experience, being 
overhauled, so it’s not surprising that even the hardiest of heroes and 
villains find themselves in a state of shock afterwards. Not that Kai really 
gives much thought to what happens afterwards, he’s done his job. All he 
really cares about now is getting into the shower and wiping the blood off 
his hands. 

It never lingers. 

Room seven, later that same day, Kai stands at the foot of an empty 
hospital bed. His eyes are wide, his breath held for so long that his lungs are 
starting to burn. He clings to the strap of his satchel. There had been 
someone in this bed only earlier than day—a baby-faced hero just out of 
school. They'd fallen from a great height, breaking a good number of bones 
and causing plenty of internal trauma . Nothing he couldn't fix, of course. 
Just another easy procedure. He’d been too preoccupied with getting his 
hands clean to stick around after the process was complete. He didn’t know 
she'd gone into cardiac arrest from the shock of the overhaul. 

Even Kai is not a powerful enough god to dredge someone from the 
afterlife once they've crossed over. 

It’s hard to believe that he actually lost a patient, the first one in his life. 
He doesn't quite know how to feel. There's certainly a lot of anger building 
up inside him—directed at himself and the nurses and the hero herself for 
actually dying on him—alongside frustration, confusion and a little grief. 
This is not an experience he has had to deal with before, how on Earth does 
one deal with something like this? He chooses a rather poor option and 
heads to a bar downtown. It’s not something he would usually do—in fact, 
he'd usually rather stay home than head into a germ-infested, sticky-floored 
bar—but he wants a drink, maybe two, and to try and forget about the 
events of the day. The place he settles on looks relatively clean and only has 
a few people huddled over the candlelit tables dotted about. Despite the 
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quiet atmosphere, Kai keeps his mask on and heads to sit at the bar, careful 
not to set his satchel on the floor. He rests it on his lap and gestures to the 
bartender. 
“Whiskey. Something from the top shelf,” Kai mutters, waving a hand 
dismissively. He hunches over the counter as the bartender heads off to 
fetch him something. By the time he comes back with a double measure of 
something expensive, Kai is too lost in thought to even thank him. He stares 
down at his hands, brows drawn tightly together in an expression of 
confusion. They are clean, he washed them multiple times before leaving the 
hospital after his shift was over and had four showers during the day—so 
why is it they feel so utterly filthy? 
It has never lingered before. But, then again, no-one has ever died under 
his care before. 
The ice in the glass quietly clinks together as he raises it to his mouth. 
Whatever the alcohol is, it’s pleasantly smooth, with just the right amount of 
burn at the back of his throat. He’s not a big drinker, so it only takes a few 
glugs for Kai's face to feel flushed. When the first glass runs dry, he orders 
another, Then a third. And another. At some point his satchel slips off his lap 
onto the floor. He doesn't bother to pick it up. 
“Slow down, mister. S’bad for your liver to drink that much, ain't it?” 
Kai sluggishly turns his head to look at whoever has approached him. It is 
some random fellow with a rather lanky, scrawny looking frame, and a mop 
of white hair atop his head. There’s something oddly familiar about his 
pointed face, but Kai can't quite place his finger on it. He looks at the glass 
of whiskey in his hand and ignores the stranger. 
“Cmon doc’,” the man continues, “don't you remember me? Was only 
earlier today.” 
Without asking if it’s alright, he takes a seat at the bar beside Kai and 
thrusts a cigarette into his mouth. He lights it up using his forefinger, from 
which bursts a spark of brilliant blue flames. Kai wrinkles his nose—ah, that’s 
where he recognises him from. 
“You're the morbid hero from earlier,” Kai scoffs. He sinks the rest of his 
whiskey and gestures for another. “What do you want?” 
“Not much. I usually drink in here after my patrol and I saw you come in 
looking like someone had shot your pet rabbit,” Dabi replies, taking a drag of 
his cigarette. The smoke curls in the space between them and Kai raises a 
hand to bat it away. “And I realised I never got a chance to say- y'know. 
Cheers.” 


< 


Kai frowns. “Cheers?” 

The hero chuckles and puffs of smoke filter out of his nostrils. “Yeah. 
Thanks for sorting me out and all that. It hurt like fuck but I feel like a new 
man now. Even sorted out this weird rash on my a-” 

“Enough,” Kai interrupts. He leans an elbow against the counter and rests 
his chin on his hand, looking away from Dabi. “You weren't exactly grateful 
earlier.” 

“Yeah well—I was in pain,” Dabi retorts. He flexes the fingers of his free 
hand beside Kai’s face. “My quirk is a bit of a nightmare, so I often get 
burned up like that. This is the best I’ve felt in years. You're real talented 
with those magic fingers, Chisaki-san.” 

Kai glances to the side and narrows his eyes. “How do you know my 
name?” 

“I asked the nurses. You were already gone by the time | stopped freaking 
out,” he replies, flicking ash onto the floor. “And after I got to properly look 
at myself in the mirror and realised what you'd done, they said you were 
already back at work with someone else. Kinda good luck that you strolled in 
here when you did.” 

“Good luck,” Kai repeats softly. He snorts and takes another sip of his 
recharged glass, shaking his head. “I don’t believe in nonsense like luck and 
happenstance.” 

Dabi quirks a brow and settles his cigarette on the bar. It continues 
smoking, sending wisps of foul-scented smoke into the air. “Take it 
someone had a bad day?” 

For a moment, he considers telling Dabi to go away, it’s not like he’s ina 
very sociable mood. But there's enough whiskey in his belly to make his lips 
looser and, if he’s honest, it’s almost nice to have someone to talk to. There 
aren't many people in Kai’s life anymore. 

“Yes, actually. First I had to deal with an incompetent administrator, then 
you acting like a stuck-up little prick while I was trying to help you, then-” 
Kai shakes his head, “then I lost a patient.” 

There's a quiet moment where both men take a sip of their drinks, then 
Dabi reaches down to pick up his cigarette again. Kai grunts and reaches for 
it, snatching it out of his fingers. He stabs it out on the counter. 

“Stop smoking,” he huffs, glaring pointedly up at Dabi. “I felt damage in 
your lungs earlier—which I so kindly healed—stop undoing my work.” 

The hero raises his brows and snickers under his breath. “Whatever you 
say, doc.” He gets to his feet and lays a hand on Kai's shoulder, peering down 
at him with a slightly softer smile on his face. “I didn’t manage to save 
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everyone today either. Sucks, but that’s just what happens. Can only do your 
best.” 

Kai blinks slowly, then shakes his head. “No. I save everyone. I've never- 
never lost anyone before.” 

“Huh,” Dabi says, raising his brows. He looks genuinely surprised. “Well, 
that’s pretty amazing doc. But don't be too hard on yourself. Sometimes you 
can help them, sometimes you can’t. I know with jobs like ours—heroes, all 
the people at the hospital—we gotta help people. But, we can’t help 
everyone.” 

“Why not?” the surgeon replies. His brows crease together and he finds a 
lump rising in his throat, pushed up by an emotion he hasn't felt since his 
father died. “Why can’t we?” 

Dabi sighs and drops back into his seat. He gestures to the bartender and 
requests some food, as well as some beer. When he’s settled, he looks back 
to Kai and doesn’t comment on the tears rolling down his cheeks. 

“Just part of life,” Dabi says, settling a hand on his shoulder. “Unfair, but 
impossible to change. People are always gonna die, no matter what we do. 
Gotta focus on the ones you did help and the ones you still can.” 

“Unfair, right,” Kai's voice wobbles as he talks. He raises his hands to rub 
the tears from his eyes and tries not to look at the hero, embarrassed by his 
own behaviour. 

“You got time for food and stuff?” Dabi asks, voice quieter than before. “I 
usually go see my sister or friends when the job's gettin’ me down. But, as 
I'm already here—and ‘cos I kinda do owe you for saving my life—how ‘bout 
it?” 

Kai composes himself and nods, still glum but somewhat glad to share 
the burden with someone who seems to know what it feels like. And the 
hero is right, he had helped him today—why not accept the help offered in 
return? 

With each bite of food, drink and story shared, the less filthy his hands 
begin to feel. 
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TOGA HIMIKO & TODOROKI SHOUTO 
IMPLIED CHILD ABUSE, QUIRK DISCRIMINATION 
S)U MoM A -R-Y 


CHARACTERS: 


WARNINGS: 


Despite being apart of Yuuei’s rehabilitation program for a year, 
Himiko is still having a hard time gaining friends, not for her lack of 


trying, until she comes across first year student, Todoroki Shouto. 


Himiko never had much of a goal in life. All she had was the desire to 
drink blood and turn into anyone she wanted to become. 

Ever since she was a child, her quirk was feared and considered 
villainous—she was considered villainous—so, that’s what she became. A 
villian. It was the only thing she knew. 

That is, until her path changes course one seemingly normal day: 

The sun was just about to set and the streets were void of people, except 
for Himiko and the body next to her. 

Her cheeks were caked in blood; multiple tears and cuts littered her cute 
school uniform and skin. An unconscious figure laid on the floor, blood 
leaking from random little cuts all over their skin, but would occasionally 
breath—while her quirk required a bit of blood, she always enjoyed playing 
with her victim, 

It was then that a black figure appeared before her. She recognized him 
from somewhere—was it from the television stores she would pass by? 

She doesn’t remember everything that was said. However, one thing that 
would be forever etched into her mind is the black-clad hero asking, face 
void of fear and disgust. 

“A blood related quirk?” 

Himiko hums with a nod, licking her hand. The man doesn’t say anything 
besides a nod and walks towards the figure, 

“They aren't dead if that’s what you're thinking~!” Himiko exclaims, 
rocking on the ball of her feet. 

Humming, the man bandages up the figure and carries them, a neutral 
expression still on his face. 

“I know someone with a blood related quirk.” 

Himiko perks up at that. 
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Stretching her arms over her head, Himiko skips through the tree-filled 
path—a delicious crack echoes through the clearing as she does so. 

Its been a year since that day. Himiko's control of her quirk and mental 
health has gotten better over that year—she still has a long way to go, of 
course, but it’s getting better. To have people that actually seem to care 
about her wellbeing, it’s surprisingly comforting. 

However, Himiko hasn't been able to do the one thing she always wanted 
to do: gain a friend. 


Before UA, she never made any friends; it wasn't for the lack of trying. 
People never gave her the time of day, nor would even try to be friends with 
her. Despite enrolling into one of the best hero schools in Japan, that fact 
didn’t change one bit. 

She notices the scorns and glares people would send her way as she 
skipped through the halls—with a cute uniform and all too! It was something 
she was used to so she didn’t mind, even if it made her a bit sad. 

Himiko always wondered why people never seemed to want to be friends 
with her. 

Was it because she wasn't fun enough to be around? She tries her best to 
smile at anyone who looks at her but they would always turn around fast 
and run off as if they came across something scary. 

Was it because of her habit of draining birds of their beautiful, beautiful 
blood? She was always fascinated by blood! Besides being a part of her quirk, 
she always adored the dark shade of red it had, so pretty, and it doesn’t help 
that it tastes sooo good. 

Sometimes, Himiko feels like a vampire because of it. That fact alone 
always confused her! Didn't people like vampires? 

Why did people still feel uninterested in approaching her? 
Until her second year of high school, that is. 
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Streaks of light shine in between green canopies, wind sweeping past 
strands of hair. The bird is so tiny in her hands as it continues to chirp away. 

Himiko feels one of its smooth wings flapping against her hands; warmth 
radiating from its little body as she feels the blood pumping fiercely, wet 
liquid against her skin. Himiko brings the animal close to her nose, and 
smells it. 

Blood. 

She licks a sliver of blood off the wing. 

“Are you okay...?” A voice calls out to her, blank and almost bored. 

She blinks, shoulders hunched as she licks her lips, and turns around. A 
boy she didn’t recognize stood next to her: multi-colored hair, eyes with 
two different colors. He was very pretty. 

She wants to be him. 

“Can I have some of your blood?” She exclaims, the injured bird still sits 
on her palms. 

The boy blinks, tilting his head to the side. “Is that part of your quirk?” 


She blinks but quickly nods, grinning with teeth and all. “When | drink 
someone's blood, I become them!” 

If the boy was bothered by this, he didn’t let it show. Instead, he stares 
blankly at her, wheels turning in his head. 

“Are you Vlad King’s secret love child?” He asks, instead of the scorns, the 
disgust, the hated... 

A wave of silence sweeps by them, then a laugh resonates through the 
breeze that goes by. 

“T like you, you're funny! Let’s be friends!” The girl exclaims, a huge grin 
on her face, golden wild eyes met his. 

He looks at her with an unreadable expression. 

“Sure,” he says after a moment. 

“Hooray!” Himiko squeals and launches herself at the boy. 
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The teacher has been going on about whatever subject this was, and, 
frankly, Himiko is bored. She let out a sigh; pencil balancing on the tip of her 
nose, and her chin sat on her palm. 

“Toga,” a voice calls out to her. Perking up, Himiko's head snaps forward, 
pencil falling to her desk. 

Ectoplasm is standing before her desk with a blank expression on his 
face. 

“Vlad King desires your presence after class,” he says. 

Himiko is on the edge of her seat throughout the duration of the class 
and sprints out the door when the bell rings, a hop in her step. 
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“So, why do you want to become a hero?” Vlad King asks, hands 
intertwined with each other and elbows set against the table. 

Himiko sits in front of him, messing with the dirt under her fingernails. 
Tilting her head to the side, she thinks about the question for a while. 

Does she even want to become a hero in the first place? Maybe... 

“Tm not sure yet,” she says, pouting and kicking her legs up. 

Sighing, papers shuffle about. “Okay, how about this. Why did you accept 
Eraserhead’s offer?” 


Oh! That's an easy one! 

“Cause it sounded like fun!” she exclaims, grinning. 

He blinks, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “That’s not...okay. How about 
you take a bit of time to figure out a more...heroic reason.” 


She leaves the room with that thought centered in her mind. 
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Later that day, Himiko and Todoroki sat on a bench under a shady tree. 
Just like always, he was quiet and she was talking a mile a minute about 
anything that came to mind; about the trees, what she learned earlier that 
day. It was then through her rambling that the question slips from her lips. 

“Why do you want to become a hero, Todo-Todo?” She takes a huge bite 
out of her sandwich, swinging her legs back and forth. 

Todoroki doesn’t say anything for a while, looking down at his Soba with 
an unreadable expression on his face. Himiko doesn’t mind it, used to his 
quiet form of thought—usually, she doesn't like silence but Todoroki’s her 
friend and he seems to like it very much. 

Silence surrounds them, creating a little bubble between them. After 
what felt like an hour, he finally said something. 

“... have no other choice but to be one,” he admits quietly. 

Himiko blinks, confused, and taps a finger against her chin. 

“That doesn't sound like a “heroic” reason either...” Himiko comments, 
and then a thought pops into her mind. She turns to Todoroki with stars in 
her eyes. 

“We can come up with a heroic reason together!” 

Todoroki blinks at her, head tilted to the side. 

“We can make a pact!” Himiko grins. 

Blinking, Todoroki asks, “A pact?” 

She nods, grinning teeth and all. “Yeah! We'll help each other find a really 
great heroic reason to become a hero!” 

“Ah,” he says, understanding grazed his colored eyes. 
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Later that day, after stealing a needle from the infirmary, they prick each 
other's fingers and shake on it. 


Himiko raises a finger to her chin but doesn’t say anything besides a hum. 


(“Why is this necessary?” Todoroki asks, bemused. 
Himiko blinks at him, sucking on his finger. 

“Tt seals the deal!” 

“Hmm, | think it’s because you want my blood.” 
“_.pfft no!”) 
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She's skipping into the teacher's office when she spots a couple of heroes 
looking at recordings of the first year’s Sports Festival. 

A brown-haired girl, scratched up but no less determined, was fighting 
against the scowling boy Himiko could care less about. 

Instead, her eyes stayed on the girl's weary yet fierce form, all scratched 
up, and then the beat-up boy against Todoroki. 

Himiko is enamored. 
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The door to the cafeteria slams open as Himiko skips inside, passing by 
the tables. She ignores the sudden quiet and whispers surrounding the 
cafeteria. Instead, she focuses on the familiar head of mis-matched hair. 

“Todo! Todo!” Himiko exclaims, bouncing towards the table. She stops in 
front of the table, hands behind her back. At the sight of her, the table 
fizzles into silence. 

Blinking, Todoroki looks up from his Cold Soba. However, before he could 
even utter a word, a slight, “Oh my god-” squeaks out from bruise boy's 
mouth. 

“Oh!” she squeals, jumping towards the boy and taking in how squishable 
his freckled cheeks looked; especially all bruised up, “You're the boy from 
the sports festival! You looked so cute with all those bruises!!” 

His eyes widen and he gulps, glancing between Todoroki and Himiko. 
“Nice...nice to meet you...uh.” 

“Toga Himiko!” she greets, grinning. 

“Uh...nice to meet you Toga-senpai,” another voice chimes in, rather 
nervous, “How do you know Todoroki-kun? 

Himiko tilts her head towards the voice and gasps when she sees the girl 
from the festival. “Oh! You're the girl who almost won against Sparky Sparky 
Boom Man!” 


Without much of a warning, Himiko plops into the seat next to Todoroki, 
who grunts as her elbow digs into his side, and brings her face closer to the 
girl, who makes a confused noise. 

“You were so cool! And pretty too, especially with all those bruises!” she 
says with a dreamy tone, eyes fluttering. 

The girl’s face pales. 

“Toga,” Todoroki says. 

Himiko hums in response, elbow on the table and her chin against her 
palm. 

“Did you want something?” he asks, not unkind but blunt as he always is, 
“You don't usually come here.” 

Ah! That’s right! Himiko turns to her friend (friend!) and produces her 
best puppy eyes. 

“We haven't eaten together in a while! I'm lonely!” she pouts. 

Todoroki's lips formed a small ‘o’ and nods, a serious expression slips 
onto his face. Well, more serious then normal. 

“T apologize Toga,” he says, and nods at the door, “I think there's still a 
couple of minutes left?” 

“Yay!” she exclaims and the two stand up, ready to leave. 

“Todoroki-kun,” Izuku-chan squeaks out and Todoroki stops and turns to 
him, a slight confused expression shines in his eyes. 

Izuku-chan doesn't say anything for a while. Switching his gaze between 
her—she can feel all his curiosity, all his fear, in a long anxious silence—and 
Todoroki. 

“Never mind...,” he says, scratching his flushed cheek with a small laugh. 

Oh! Himiko thinks with a slight grin. 

“Hey, Todo-Todo! It looks like he likes you a lot!” 

“T sure hope so cause we're friends?” 

She lets out a giggle, waving her hand. 

“All right, then,” She says, lips twitching up into a grin. “Keep your 
obliviousness.” 

Todoroki narrows his eyes at her, confused, but decides against saying 
anything. Ignoring his glare, Himiko continues to skip ahead of him, feeling 
the wind flowing through her hair. 

Even if she can't find a heroic reason in being a hero right now, Himiko is 
still in the present; there's still time after all. 

For now, she’s enjoying being in the presence of a very good friend. 
Someone who, for one, doesn’t judge her due to her quirk or give her nasty 


looks due to her obsession with blood, just a warm, comforting presence; he 
even lets her take his blood without a fuss! 
Friends are great, she thinks with glee. 
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